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      I looked around the room, making sure there was nothing I had missed. Really, I was stalling for time, putting off the final moment for as long as I could. I knew it, and I was letting myself get away with it anyway. This was no small thing I was about to do.

      Over the last year I’d been through a lot. I’d fought powerful spirits that sucked the life out of people. I’d beaten a fire elemental, and evil magic ravens. I’d even gone up against a woman whose magic had dwarfed my own – and I’d survived, even if I hadn’t actually beaten her. In that case, I counted it as a win to have lived through the experience.

      But nothing I’d done in all that time compared with what I was up against now. I was scared, deep down in a way that I never had been in any of those life and death situations. Then, the worst thing that could have happened would have been my death.

      Now the school year was over, and I was facing up to the prospect of having to go home again.

      You laugh, but then you don’t know my family the way I do. There were a lot of reasons for my going to Northshield University. Not least among them was that it was a way to tweak my father’s nose. He opposed the idea adamantly. We’d had hot arguments about it before I departed. In fact when I left I was pretty sure I’d burned all my bridges with the man. I had doubted he would ever speak to me again.

      So it was a rude shock when one of his people came to me last fall, during the first of the troubles on campus. Came to collect me. To bring me home. And that was before the worst things had even started to happen. Which meant Dad was still keeping a very close eye on me, even as far away as I’d gone.

      He hadn’t tried it again after I sent his first man away. I was certain he had continued to watch me from afar though. I wondered what he’d made of all the goings-on at my college. Fires, explosions, attacks on the Winter Formal? These were not the sorts of things one ought to see at a university, no matter how much the media downplayed the events. It was a string of coincidences, as far as the reporters covering the stories were concerned. The media was carrying these stories as normal bits of news, unrelated to one another. I knew better. I had a feeling my father might know something was up, too.

      My Dad was a smart man. Brilliant, if I was going to give him full credit. And he had contacts with the military through his corporate interests. Blackwell Industries had both think-tank operations and actual paramilitary forces that were often hired on by various chunks of the US military. Dad bumped elbows with some pretty high ranking officers, and if he’d asked the right questions of the right people he might know more than I wanted him to.

      Hell, he might know more than I did. I was still learning this game. Up until a couple of years ago I hadn’t known magic even existed. Most people didn’t. But enough people did know that the Army had taken note, and there was at least once branch of the service dedicated to dealing with magical problems.

      “Looks like you’re all packed up, Ryan,” said a familiar voice behind me.

      That would be Captain Miles. He was one of those Army people dedicated to dealing with the magical end of the world. He could use magic too, but he was nowhere near as strong as I was. If he was a nine-volt battery, I was a nuclear power plant. He still knew a lot of things that I didn’t, and even though he’d been teaching me for months I had the feeling there were many secrets he simply wasn’t ready to share with me yet.

      “Not so much to pack,” I replied. I shouldered one duffel bag and lifted the other in my free hand. Uniforms, a few books, my handful of personal possessions… There wasn’t much here. But it had been home for a while now, and I was going to miss it.

      “You’ll be back soon enough,” he said, sensing my thoughts from my mood.

      “I know.”

      “Ryan…” He stumbled over his words for a moment. I held in place to let him collect his thoughts. “I know this summer isn’t going to be easy for you. I’ve had an inkling of your home life from our conversations.”

      “I’ll be fine,” I lied.

      “Sure. But it’s imperative that you keep things under wraps. OK?” He seemed really worried.

      “You afraid I’m going to get mad and blow something up?” I asked. I was at least half joking. Honest.

      “Something like that,” he replied with a wry smile. “You have a tendency to jump into things.”

      I relaxed my shoulders and eased the bags back to the floor. Then I closed my eyes and reached for the power inside me. I called magic into both my hands. I opened my eyes, and used the force I’d brought forth to draw a sigil of white flame in front of me. That set another spell into motion, and a bubble of magical force sprang into being around the two of us. All around us the world stilled. Time slowed outside the bubble, or sped up inside. I wasn’t sure quite which, as all that mattered was the relativity.

      “We can talk freely now,” I said. “No one can hear us.”

      “This is precisely what I mean,” he said, emphasizing each word with a stabbing index finger. “This sort of casual use of your magic is dangerous. It’s what brought Soulstealer after you. It’s going to cause you more trouble. You might have scared her off for now. But she isn’t the only dangerous being out there, Ryan.”

      “I know,” I said. “I’ll keep it down. But it’s not like I was asking for these things to happen to me, Miles. They just did.”

      “And you jumped right in.” he replied.

      “Because I can.”

      “Sooner or later, you’re going to face some problem that your magic can’t solve,” he said.

      Like my relationship with my father? I figured I’d already learned that lesson. Nothing I did was ever enough to please my father. I would never be good enough for that. No matter what amazing things I did, or could do, nothing worked.

      “I know,” I said. “But how can I stand by and let others be hurt or killed when I have the power to save them?”

      “I’m not saying you should,” he replied. “Although the world was filled with magical predators long before you were here and will be long after you are gone.”

      “Sure. But while I am here, and can stop them? That’s what I have to do.”

      “Just be careful, OK?” He smiled, but I could see the worry lines etched in his face. “You won’t have backup out there. You’re on your own. If I could find a way to keep you here over the summer…”

      “I’d have taken it,” I said without hesitation. But I had to face my family someday. It wasn’t going to get any easier with time.

      He reached into his pocket and pulled out a business card. He held the card out to me. I took it. It was a plain card, with just his name and a phone number scribbled on it.

      “That’s my contact information for the summer,” he said. “I’ll be away from campus a lot. Army stuff. But you can always reach me on that number.”

      “Thank you,” I said, meaning it. We’d started off on uncertain terms, but Miles had been a lot of help over the last six months. “I’ll try not to need it.”

      “Please,” he said.

      Then he reached out and did the last thing I expected of the man. He wrapped his arms around me and gave me a hug. It was an uncharacteristic show of emotion from a man who’d mostly been a disapproving and distant figure. I wasn’t quite sure how to take it.

      He stepped back, snapped me a nod. “You can drop the spell.”

      I broke the bubble with a thought, and reality snapped back into focus around us as our time bubble merged back into the regular time stream. That spell had been my idea. There were advantages to being a physics major. I was learning more about how the universe worked side by side with learning more about how magic functioned. The two disciplines were giving me interesting ideas for new ways to use magic. If Soulstealer did come knocking again, I aimed to have a few new surprises to show her.

      “Your friends?” Miles asked.

      “Already on their way home,” I replied. That farewell had been more tearful, and more difficult. I’d been through hell with Fletcher and Grey. Almost literally. But I had their cell phone numbers, and they had mine. We’d maintain contact as best we could over the summer. It was only three months, after all. I tried to keep telling myself that.

      But then why did three months felt like forever?

      “Time to go, I guess,” I said. I shouldered my bags again.

      “Be safe,” Miles said. “You have my contact info. If you’re in trouble, call.”

      “I will,” I said. But I truly hoped that I wouldn’t need the help.

      It was frightening to be going back out into the world on my own again, without my friends and allies. When I had arrived at Northshield, I’d seen things pretty much as everyone else did. Mostly mundane, dry, boring…normal. I’d already known about magic, but I’d been hoping to put all that behind me.

      Now I knew that the world was far different from what I had imagined. There was so much more out there than I had ever thought could exist. Monsters were real and humanity’s fear of the dark was well grounded. The night held terrors that we had forgotten, and talked ourselves out of. Just because most people didn’t believe in them didn’t mean those perils had stopped existing.

      That was the world I was going back into. It was exhilarating, and terrifying at the same time.
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      The bus ride to Kingston, Ontario was unbearably long, but it was finally coming to an end. Then I’d be going back across the border into upstate New York. The corner of the state between the Lake Erie and the St. Lawrence River was a lot like Vermont, where Northshield was – rural, sparsely populated, and filled with people who had a rugged sense of individualism. The biggest difference was the terrain. If you looked at Vermont like sort of a wrinkled blanket – all bumps and ridges – and then shook out the wrinkles – you’d have something a lot like Clayton, New York.

      That was where our summer home was. During the rest of the year I’d grown up in Maryland. I could have gone to either house for this summer, of course. But I’d always felt more at home up here in the north. And besides, my father was likely to be spending more time south closer to the Capitol than he was out here in the boonies.

      Kingston was as close to Clayton as the bus was going to take me. I’d have to make my own way down from there, which shouldn’t be difficult. There were taxis. I shouldered my bags and stepped off the bus, shielding my eyes from the bright afternoon sun. I almost missed the gray-haired old man waving to me from where he stood beside a black sedan.

      “Mr. Blackwell!” he called out to me, when his waving failed to catch my attention right away. I turned when I heard my name, and recognized the voice before I even saw his face.

      “Karl,” I said, walking to cross the distance as I spoke. “What are you doing all the way out here?”

      “Picking you up, of course,” he replied.

      “Dad sent you?”

      “Your father did ask me to come after you informed him of your intent to stay up here.”

      “He’s not here, is he?” I glanced at the car, but it was empty.

      “No, sir. He’s down in D.C., on business.”

      Of course he was. Well, that was part of why I’d come up here in the first place, right? Because I’d known he wouldn’t be spending much time here?

      Then why did I feel so disappointed?

      Kittybreeze swirled around my ankles, sensing my twisted emotions somehow. Her presence was always reassuring. Even if my other friends had to go off to other places for the summer, I was glad she’d come along with me. I hadn’t been sure she would come – wasn’t even sure how closely tied she was to Northshield University, which was where I’d met the little air spirit. But it seemed like she was up for the adventure. And I was glad to have her.

      It was good to see Karl. He took care of Dad’s home up here. Tended the grounds, cared for the orchard, and generally looked after the place to ensure it was well maintained. He’d been doing that job for as long as I could remember. Karl was like the cornerstone of the place. He was the never changing rock that kept everything else together there.

      When I was a kid, he used to let me come along with him while he worked on chores around the yards. I realized much later that I was much more of a hindrance than I was a help, but at the time he’d been effusive in his praise of my work. It was the earliest I remember doing real work, on something that I felt had lasting value.

      He took one of my duffel bags from me and hauled it over to the car, popping it into the trunk. I handed him the other, and he nestled them in snugly against each other. Then he opened the back door of the car for me and ushered me inside with his hand.

      “Pulling out all the stops today, Karl?” I asked.

      “Just good to see you again, Mr. Blackwell. It’s been a while.”

      It had been a few summers since we’d come out here. Dad hadn’t wanted to travel while Mom and he were at odds, and after they divorced he’d stopped coming north entirely, even though he got this house and the land in their settlement. I’d only spent one teenage summer here, with my grandmother. I’d missed this place though, and I was looking forward to connecting with little lost bits of myself up here.

      Some peace and quiet would be welcome in my life. And this was the best place in the world for finding those things.

      “How’s Grandma?” I asked as we pulled out of the parking lot.

      “Mrs. Blackwell is fine,” he said. “She’s living in her home, down the hill from your father’s. I do her shopping for her, but otherwise she still gets around on her own quite well.”

      That was going to be a conversation and a half. She’d sent me Grandpa’s old diaries of his time in World War Two, while I was away at Northshield. It seems like Grandpa at least had known full well that magic had existed even before I’d come to him with my…problems. He’d had a couple of run-ins of his own, over the years. That she’d sent them to me implied that she’d read them too. And that he’d spilled the beans to her about my own powers.

      She might be the one person up here I could really talk to about magic. It was going to be a complex conversation though. How much could I tell her? How much should I tell her? If I was too honest, all I would do is worry her even more. Potentially even put her in danger. I had to be careful.

      Karl caught me up on some of the local gossip as we drove down to the bridge, crossing back into the US. We presented our passports at the border, but the guards waved us by without any issues. Neither of us had purchased anything in Canada, or were bringing anything back into the States with us, and so on. They waved us through.

      I was lost enough in thoughts about talking to Grandma that I almost missed something Karl had said.

      “What did you say was happening to livestock?” I asked.

      “Oh, animal attacks. People are all excited about it,” he said. “The general feeling is it’s a pack of wild dogs, but the prints were cat-like, and there’s some supposition that it might be a mountain lion.”

      “There haven’t been any around here in ages,” I said.

      “Not for over a hundred years,” he agreed. “That’s what has people so interested. The Army even sent a team up from Fort Drum to look into the issue.”

      Fort Drum was about half an hour south, near Watertown. Mostly an infantry base, if I remembered right. Dad had taken me down there with him once when I was a kid, but I hadn’t been there in ages. Why were they interested in big cat sightings?

      “It’s probably just passing through, if it is a cat,” Karl said. “That happens from time to time. I wouldn’t let it worry you, Mr. Blackwell. It’s just been killing a few cows. No people have been attacked.”

      “Well, that’s a relief,” I said. “You know, Karl, you used to call me Ryan.”

      “Given that you’re grown, I thought it more proper to use your surname,” he replied.

      “I think I prefer Ryan, if that’s all right with you?”

      “As you wish, Master Ryan.”

      I sighed, but smiled. Some things were as unchangeable as the mountains. Karl just happened to be one of them.

      At long last the drive was coming to an end. We passed through the downtown area of Clayton. It was a small, sleepy little town. In another month it would be bustling with tourists, though Alexandria Bay next door was even more so. Every summer it turned into a massive explosion of light, sound, and color as the place put on a huge show for the people come to visit the Thousand Islands in the St. Lawrence.

      But for now the place was still quiet, a small town with a few shops and a couple of restaurants, a lot like any other small town. We passed through it in just a couple of minutes, from one end to the other. Then we were on our way up the hill, out of town. A quick trip down a side road took us out toward my father’s summer home.

      Summer estate, if I wanted to be more honest. From the moment we turned onto the road, we were on Dad’s land. The wind-swept grassy fields on both sides of the road were all his. The forests further ahead up the hill belonged to him as well.

      We drove past Grandma’s house. There was no car in her yard, so she was probably out and about somewhere. I was glad she was keeping busy and still healthy at her age. She had to be about ninety by now.

      Then we turned one more time, driving past the cottage where Karl lived, and I could see my father’s home ahead. It was a large, rambling building that had been big when it was first built and was huge now after several sets of owners had added expansions. You could almost get lost in the halls and rooms of the place. I remembered when Mom and Dad would fill those rooms with family and friends. It seemed like such a shame that it was left empty all this time.

      “I’ve taken the liberty of preparing your old room for you,” Karl said. “I also stocked the kitchen with some basics, but if you’d like anything particular please do make me a list and I’ll make sure it’s brought to you straight away.”

      “Thanks, Karl. I really appreciate all you’ve done.”

      “My pleasure, Master Ryan. Good to have you here.”

      We pulled up in front of the main doors, and I stepped out of the car. So many memories were coming back to me of this place. It was overwhelming. The feel of the gravel under my feel, the scent of the cut grass in the yard, the creak of the wind passing through the boughs of a massive elm out front – all of it was like a flashback from my childhood. I was torn between feeling like this was my best idea ever – or my worst.

      “Welcome home, Master Ryan,” Karl said softly.

      I picked up my bags and went up the front steps.
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      Karl helped me get my bags inside and then left. I was alone at last. My own little fortress of solitude, up here in the northern reaches of nowhere. I hadn’t been here ten minutes and I was already starting to wonder where else I could spend some of the summer months. I mean, I knew I had a lot of thinking to do. It had been a tough year, and my head was full of a lot of complex thoughts and mixed feelings. But I was more than a little worried about boredom out here.

      Being stuck in your own head too long can be more of a curse than a blessing.

      Oh well. Worst case, I was sure I could go join my Dad down in Maryland if I really wanted to. Hell, I had a savings account. I could take a trip wherever I wanted to go, if things got dull here. I’d worry about that if it happened.

      To distract myself I toured the building. I’d worried that the place would be dusty, run down, and even damaged from years of neglect. I shouldn’t have. Karl had been doing the same job he always had: keeping up the grounds and the house itself. There was dust, but not beyond what you’d expect to see in a rambling old farmhouse.

      I continued my tour. There were two kitchens. The larger was completely shut down. The silver was still in place, and the china in the cabinets. But the double-size fridge was off, the doors cracked open slightly to keep moisture from building up inside. The pantries were empty.

      The smaller kitchen was the one I’d be using, and Karl had stocked it with a variety of foods. Mostly frozen stuff, some soda, coffee, tea, and it looked like he’d raided the produce section of the local supermarket to fill the fridge. I wouldn’t starve. I snagged an apple and munched on it as I continued my journey.

      My room was remarkably just as I’d left it the last time I was here. The summer that I was sixteen, I’d stayed down at Grandma’s house. But I’d come up to my room up here on the hill and done a little redecorating. The toys and games I’d played with as a young child were carefully boxed up and moved into storage. The place looked spartan now. I unpacked one of my duffels, carefully setting clothes into the dresser, and laying my books on top. Some of those books were things I didn’t want the casual viewer to see, so I cast a shroud of invisibility over them and tied the spell of with a bind-rune sketched in the air above them. The spell would hold for long enough.

      A few of those texts were books I’d acquired over my adventures. Some of them were books Miles had lent me. Summer reading homework. I would have resisted, except that they were interesting. Learning more about magic, and the magical world, was endlessly fascinating to me. Plus the information contained in those volumes might just save my life. Knowledge was power.

      By the time I finished unpacking the first bag I was already getting restless. It was time for a little more exploring. I ventured down to Dad’s wing. He had a wing of his own in the house. Half office, half museum, it was where he had liked to spend a lot of his days here. I wasn’t sure what drew me to check the place out next. I only knew that I’d usually been barred from hanging out there as a young child, and that there was nothing left to stop me now.

      Perhaps I could learn more about my Dad by seeing his private sanctum again. It certainly couldn’t hurt. And my curiosity was itching.

      The first room of Dad’s wing was a library. He had a massive collection of books. He’d always been a reader. Mom too. I’d come by the enjoyment of books naturally. The room was about the size of the average living room, but every wall was covered with bookshelves. And every shelf was stacked to the brim with books. Most of them were old editions, rare books, signed copies, or otherwise notable. And then there was Mom’s shelf – which was nothing but elves, dragons, and sorcerers. She’d loved reading about that stuff, and had passed it on to me early.

      My fingers slid along the spines of her books, and the touch made me remember her like she was still standing there with me. What would she think, if she could see me now? If she knew I was living a life straight out of one of those stories? Would she be appalled? Proud? I had no way to know.

      I snatched my hand back. The emotions were getting too deep here. I went on into the next room.

      This was Dad’s museum. It was a collection of things that he’d seen which excited him. There was a gorgeous ship in a massive bottle. The rigging was intricate, the ship carved down to the last detail. I could never imagine how they’d gotten it inside the bottle.

      On either side of the fireplace were two stands, each bearing a full suit of medieval armor. The armor was set up on the stands like it was being worn, and each of them ‘held’ a sword between their mailed gauntlets. One was a historical piece, the other a modern replica. I knew that the one on the left was modern, made from spring steel, while the one on the right was from the late fourteenth century, but only because I remembered my father talking about them. To my untutored eye they looked equally impressive.

      The room was filled with glass cases in which other curiosities lay. Mom and Dad used to travel the world a lot before I was born. They’d brought back interesting bits from all over. The room was filled with the best of the lot.

      I passed through into the last room – his office. It was built like a large hemisphere, with the rounded side made entirely of glass. The view was astonishing. I could see the rolling hills surrounding the house. Uphill from me, the scrubby fields vanished into a forest. Looking north gave me a view of Clayton and beyond it the St. Lawrence, barely visible as a glistening ribbon of water in the distance.

      Dad had built this room. It was the only addition he’d made to a house already covered with new wings and bolted on sections. It was no shock to me that he loved this place. I couldn’t imagine getting any work done in this room, though. I’d be too busy looking out the windows.

      A flash of movement caught my eye. Something large, running on the open field outside. I lost track of it in some bushes for a moment, then spotted it again. It was big, whatever it was. Maybe this was the cougar Karl had mentioned?

      I slipped into my Sight without even thinking about it. Checking things out for magical auras had just become a common thing for me to do. It wasn’t like I was expecting a mountain lion to be magical.

      But this one lit up like a Christmas tree.
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      I was moving before I was even thinking about it. Back out through the other rooms of Dad’s wing. The nearest way out of the house was the front door, and I had a lot of rooms to run through. I raced as quickly as I could. There was no telling how long it would stay out there, and my curiosity was killing me. What the hell was it? It certainly was no ordinary animal, not glowing with magic like it was.

      Still lost in thought, I grabbed the door knob and yanked the front door open.

      And came face to face with two men in Army camouflage uniforms. One of them had his hand up, ready to knock. He looked started to see me there. I could only imagine I looked about the same to him.

      I was used to uniforms. My eyes flicked quickly to the rank tabs of the man in front of me, then to his name tag: Sergeant First Class Hamlin. I checked the second man out as well – he was a Second Lieutenant named Warren. The officer was by far the more interesting of the two, glowing with a faint magical aura. He could use magic, at least a little bit. The sergeant seemed completely normal.

      “Can I help you?” I asked. I shielded my own magic. If this Warren had the ability to See magic, I didn’t want him to See mine. Better to look totally normal until I knew what was going on. And why these guys were here.

      “Maybe,” Sergeant Hamlin said. It was instantly clear which of them was really in charge here. Despite his magical aura, Warren seemed quiet, almost like he was trying not to be noticed. Which of course made me even more interested in him.

      “Have you seen any unusual wildlife lately?” Hamlin went on.

      I thought about the black thing I’d seen outside just moments ago. It certainly counted as unusual, but how was I supposed to explain to this man that I’d Seen a magical aura around something?

      The timing felt a little too close for coincidence. I see something strange, and then these guys just happen to show up asking if I’ve seen anything unusual? Something was off.

      “Just got in a couple of hours ago,” I said. “I’m afraid I haven’t seen much at all yet. What sort of thing are you looking for?”

      Hamlin locked eyes with me for a moment. He shot a quick glance over his shoulder at his partner, who gave him the tiniest of head shakes. Barely enough to be perceptible. Hamlin turned back to me, then smiled and nodded. He pulled a card out of his pocket. “We’ve heard reports of some sort of big cat up this way. Got troops looking for clues about where it might be hanging out.”

      “Sorry, no. But I’ll keep a look out,” I said.

      He handed me the card. “Do that. And give us a call if you see the animal. Don’t try to approach it. It could be very dangerous.”

      “Thanks for the warning,” I said. They turned to head back to their car, and I shut the door behind them. I watched them through the window until they’d driven off down the road, back toward town. They made another stop at the next house down the road. So they were canvassing the area, looking for clues house by house. Seemed like a lot of effort to go to for a mountain lion.

      I had to wait until they were gone before I took off to look for the thing, and every second it was getting just a little further away. Tracking it was going to be hell now, if I even could at all. Why did they have to show up just then?

      Finally they’d driven far enough that they were out of sight. I had the feeling they would be back, and I was more than a little pressed for time. I grabbed my coat, locking the house door behind me as I dashed outside. Then I took off in the general direction of where I’d seen the thing. Big cat or whatever it was, it wasn’t out there anymore.

      I used my Sight to scan for traces, little bits of magical residue that it could have left behind. We often leave little bits of ourselves when we brush up against something. For a magical critter, that might mean... There! It was just the smallest thread of magic, but I recognized it. The animal had been out here.

      “Kittybreeze, help me look?” I said.

      She swirled out of my amulet. She’d been hiding in there ever since we left Northshield behind. I hoped she was all right. I’d never brought her so far from home before, and I didn’t have a good idea what effect that might have on her. She seemed fine though, swirling around me and raising a little whirlwind.

      “It’s good to see you too,” I said. “What do you think it might be?”

      Consternation. Curiosity. Those were the feelings I got from her. So whatever this thing was, it was outside her experience too. I was now burning with the desire to hunt the thing down.

      Suddenly Kittybreeze shot out ahead. I could See her with my Sight. She must have found a trail, some trace that I couldn’t pick out of the background noise of magical energy always flowing through living things. There was always a little bit there, and these traces were so small that they were blending in with the rest. It was like trying to pick out a blade of grass of a slightly different shade from a pile of others which were all alike.

      As I followed Kittybreeze along, I Saw traces here and there. I even spotted a large footprint in one spot where the ground was soft. It certainly looked feline to me, but then I was really no tracker.

      We came to the edge of the wood line sooner than I realized. I just felt shade all of a sudden, and looked up to see trees. I stopped for a break to catch my breath. It was all well and good to follow this thing, but it would be better to be prepared. Especially before chasing it into a forest, where it could be hiding anywhere.

      I looked back to the house, which seemed very far away right now.

      “Hold up,” I said. “Let’s stop and think before we go rushing after this thing.”

      Kittybreeze circled back toward me.

      Then I heard a low growl from somewhere in the thick bushes off to my left.

      I should have stopped to think just a little bit sooner.

      The thing burst through the brush at me, moving like a fluid pool of inky night, yowling as it came.
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      Kittybreeze met the thing while it was still halfway through its lunge. She slashed out with her claws, but from what I saw her spirit form simply passed through the big cat. I’d seen Kittybreeze cut people with those claws before. Her claws might be made of air, but they were sharp and strong. This beast simply ignored her.

      I let loose with a bolt of energy. I was hoping to simply stun the animal. I didn’t want to kill it. But my spell simply fizzled apart the moment it impacted.

      There was less than a second to react. I dove out of the way, rolling off to the side to try to avoid those claws. I was mostly successful. One claw caught me across my right shoulder. The wound burned like someone had poured fire into the cuts.

      I rolled back to my feet. Magic might not work on this thing, but if it could touch me, I could touch it, too. I brought fire to my hands, and shot a blast of the stuff. The cat dodged sideways, narrowly avoiding the burst. I could smell singed fur. It could be hurt. I poured power into the ground, asking for the roots of the local plants to come to my assistance. They spun new tendrils, rapidly spreading and reaching upward. The roots where everywhere, and the cat couldn’t avoid them all. They reached up its legs, winding about its haunches.

      The cat yowled again, but it was pinned. It wasn’t going anywhere.

      “Let’s get a good look at you,” I said. I pushed aside a few bits of brush so that I could see the thing better.

      It was definitely feline. But I’d never seen anything like it. It was jet black and about the size of a lioness. I couldn’t tell if it had fur at all, because the blackness of its body had a sheen to it, like it was glossy somehow.

      The paws seemed oversize for the animal, even huge as it was. Each claw was a wicked looking ebony hook. My shoulder was still burning and throbbing, and I resolved to stay well clear of those things from here on out.

      The head was strangely misshapen. It was feline – but not – in some way that I couldn’t quite describe. The lashing tail was perhaps the only normal looking thing about the entire animal.

      I used my Sight to Look at it in the magical spectrum. At long range, all I’d been able to discern was that it had some sort of magical aura. But up close, I could see a lot more detail. The thing didn’t have a magical aura so much as an anti-magical one. It seemed like a hole in the natural universe. A point through which magic could not flow. Which was impossible. Magic could flow through everything, or so I’d thought.

      “What the hell are you?” I asked.

      It hissed at me.

      Then, impossibly, it moved its rear right claw. Not much. It was only a couple of inches. But it was enough to open a gap in the tangled roots. The claw lashed out through that gap, cutting more of the roots away. In another moment it would be free.

      I reached out for more power to shove into the entanglement spell and found my magic reserve was dangerously low. Which was crazy. I hadn’t done anything special. I should have had plenty of reserves yet. But I had almost nothing left to use on this thing. It was time to get the heck out of here. I couldn’t fight this thing without magic.

      There were still a few tricks I could pull. I reached out with my senses and grabbed several fist size stones with my power – then sent them hurtling through the air at the cat. They slammed into its side. I was pretty sure one cracked it in the skull. The rocks seemed to have some effect. The monster backed away from me, slowly vanishing back into the underbrush where it had been hidden before.

      It wasn’t through with me yet. I stayed focused, watching for it. Waiting.

      I didn’t have to wait long. It dove straight in at me again, but I was ready this time. I called up a fireball the size of a basketball and threw it at the thing’s snout. It impacted, spattering fire all over its body. The cat snarled with pain and rage, but it broke from its attack and ran off into the woods. I heard the crashing noises of its retreat for a while, and then there was silence.

      Apparently I wasn’t going to be on the menu after all, but it was definitely time to get out of there. I reached up to touch my shoulder, which was still bleeding freely. My fingers came away covered with blood. I’d get it patched up when I was safely back in the house.

      Cradling the injured arm, I tried my best to jog the distance but ended up walking more than I jogged. It felt like the return trip was taking a lot longer than the trip out had. Partly, that was because every few steps I was looking back over my shoulder. I couldn’t see the cat, but I knew it was still out there. I swore I could feel its eyes on me.

      I was almost back to the safety of the house when I heard the sound of a car engine. I looked down at the road and recognized the vehicle at once. It was Hamlin and Warren, the two soldiers. It looked like I was about to have company.
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      I threw a spell of concealment over myself as I closed on the house. If they’d already noticed me, it wouldn’t do any good. But if they hadn’t seen my dash across the hillside, then the spell might just keep them from spotting me long enough to get back inside.

      I went around to the back door. The soldiers were coming to the front, and for some reason I didn’t want to see them right now. I wasn’t sure why I felt that way. But I trusted my gut, and it said there were too many coincidences around here right now.

      My shoulder had gone from hot pain to an icy, chilled feeling. I figured that was probably a little bit of shock setting in. I went to the kitchen. We’d always kept a first aid kit there, well stocked for emergencies. It wasn’t an emergency room, but it would do for now. Peeking at the injury for the first time, it looked like I probably ought to have the cuts stitched. I wasn’t putting in my own stitches. You just have to draw the line somewhere.

      For starters, I cleaned the cuts with some gauze. Along with the blood I washed away some greenish goo. That was disturbing. Was there something in the thing’s claws? I reached out to trigger my Sight so that I could look at the goo more closely and See if it was magical. But for the first time since I’d gained my powers, I couldn’t use my Sight. I tried to activate it, tried to search for the power to cast even a simple spell.

      There was nothing left. I didn’t even have the smallest bit of power required to See something in the magical spectrum.

      Somehow, my magic was gone.

      Before I had the time for that blow to really sink in, there was a knocking at the door. I stood there, indecisive. It had to be the soldiers, back again. Maybe if I was quiet for a bit they’d go away? The last thing I needed was for them to see my all shredded up like this.

      Then I heard them doing something with the lock. Picking it? They were apparently coming in whether I invited them in or not. I opened a big adhesive dressing and slapped it over the wound. That would have to do until I had a few moments to put a better dressing in place.

      Time for a little quick change. I ran upstairs and into the bathroom closest to my bedroom. Karl had left everything sitting out just the way I remembered. I tossed water on my hair, soaking it. I shucked off all my clothing, and then threw on a fluffy white bathrobe. The robe should cover the wounds. The wet hair would give me an excuse for not coming to the door when they knocked. I snagged my cell phone from my pants pocket, then groaned. The screen was smashed. I must have broken it during the fight in the woods. I stuck it in a pocket of the bathrobe anyway.

      I started back toward the stairwell, and heard voices from below. I stopped just out of their line of sight, listening carefully.

      “...damned risky,” Warren was saying.

      “Relax,” Hamlin said. “Don’t get your panties in a twist. If he comes home while we’re here, we’ll just explain.”

      I wanted to go out there and ask them what possible explanation they had for a home intrusion. But as I peeked down, I saw they both had rifles – some sort of bolt-action guns, but they still looked dangerous. I figured that listening a few more minutes might give me better answers than confrontation.

      “You better have a good story lined up,” Warren said.

      “Just find whatever it is you’re looking for and let’s go,” Hamlin replied.

      Then Warren began doing something I’d never seen before. He started sniffing the air, his chin raised high and nose up in the air, nostrils flaring. He’d lowered his weapon, and seemed to have his entire focus on his nose. He walked back and forth, sniffing around before finally heading toward the stairs where I was still hiding.

      Warren had to be sniffing for magic. He must have scented the spell I placed to hide my books earlier. I’d never seen anything quite like this. Could he See magic at all? Maybe this sniffing was his version of the same thing.

      Part of me wanted to come clean with these guys. After all, I was in Army ROTC as a cadet. Captain Miles was part of some sort of super secret magical corp inside the Army. If these guys knew about magic, it seemed likely they were in the same group as Miles.

      But the sneaking about they were doing set off all sorts of warning bells in my head. What they were doing wasn’t normal. It wasn’t legal. Plus, it was my home they were invading. That made me mad.

      The two of them were getting closer. I readied a spell to hide myself without thinking about it. I reached for my magic, but it was still utterly gone. Not spent – I knew how that felt, the exhausting feeling of having burned through too much of my power. This was something different. It was like I’d been cut off from my power entirely.

      It had to have something to do with that cat’s claws. The claws had been envenomed with something, some sort of poison that was blocking my magic. For a terrified moment I wondered if it would fade, or if I’d been cut off forever. I shoved the thought aside. It was strange. A year ago I would have loved to dump my powers and Sight forever. I would have paid almost anything for that.

      Now, I wanted them back.

      I needed to reach Miles as quickly as I could. Maybe he would know what to do, how to fix whatever that poison had done to me.

      But that would have to wait until I could find a way to ditch these two. I hugged the shadows at the top of the stairs, thinking fast. Any time now, they’d see me.
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      When it comes to superior force, there’s only two things you can do. You can run like hell – or you can brazenly bluff your way through the mess and hope they fall for it. And without my powers, these two were a serious threat to me. They had guns. I had a bathrobe.

      Running wasn’t a good option. Actually, I only rarely liked that option. I preferred being the hunter to being hunted, any day.

      I stepped out of the shadows onto the first flight of stairs and started down toward the two men. Right away they saw me. Hamlin raised his rifle and started tracking me with it. Warren just looked startled, like I’d caught him with his hand in the cookie jar.

      “Can I help you gentlemen?” I asked.

      Hamlin lowered the rifle. “You’re home.”

      “Yes,” I said. “And you are in my home. May I ask why?”

      “Uh…” Warren still looked shell-shocked and scared. Hamlin shushed him with a hand gesture.

      “We heard from one of your neighbors that they’d seen the cat running around up in this area,” Hamlin said. “We knocked to check on you, but when there was no answer we let ourselves in to make sure you were OK.”

      “Which I am, thanks,” I said, continuing down the stairs. I decided I’d toss them a bone. “Relax, guys. I’m not going to bite.” I opened my mouth to tell them I was an Army cadet myself, and then thought better of the idea. For some reason I didn’t want to let that bit of information slip just yet. I didn’t trust either of these men.

      “How can I help?” I asked instead.

      “Have you seen it?” Warren asked. “The cat, I mean.”

      “No, sorry. What’s the big deal?”

      The two men looked at each other. Warren looked open, ready to talk. But Hamlin shook his head at the smaller man.

      “We’re just trying to catch it before it hurts someone,” Hamlin said.

      “That’s why you’re in my house?” I asked. “With guns?”

      I pulled my cell phone from my pocket. It was broken, but they didn’t know that. I mimed powering it on. “I think you two need to leave,” I said.

      “The guns are just tranquilizers,” Warren said. “See?” He opened the action on his rifle, and showed me the dart inside. “We’re trying to catch the thing, not kill it.”

      “Well, good hunting,” I said. “I wish I could be more help.”

      “No trouble,” Hamlin said. “Sorry to have bothered you.”

      Then I saw him squinting at me. No – not at me. At my shoulder. I looked down, and the smallest spot of red was starting to peek through the fluffy white of my bathrobe.

      “Cut yourself shaving...?” Hamlin asked, his voice slow and even. His fingers tightened their grip on his weapon.

      “Something like that,” I said. It was time to get the hell out of here.

      “He’s tagged!” Hamlin suddenly roared, raising his gun and aiming it at me. “Nail him!”

      I started moving before he even had the gun up, but I was never going to get out of range before he fired. He’d hit me in the back, and then they’d have me. What they were planning on doing with me afterward, I had no idea. But I didn’t want to find out!

      “Kittybreeze!” I shouted, hoping she could still hear me. “Help!”

      Wind roared past me as I sprinted up the starts. Behind me I could hear the little pfffft sounds the rifles made when they fired. But my little wind spirit must have thrown the darts off by enough. I heard them snap into the wall next to me with a pair of hard thwacks.

      I kept moving, up the stairs and then around the corner. I dashed to my room and shut the door. They’d be in here in seconds unless I did something. I grabbed my desk chair and leaned it so that the backrest was under the door knob. It had worked – once, and very briefly – to keep my Dad out of my room when I was a kid. I doubted that it would slow these guys by more than a few seconds. They’d just break down the door.

      That would have to be enough. I hadn’t unpacked my second bag from school, so I snatched it from where it rested on the bed. I went to the window and opened it. I steeled my nerves. It was a long way down from here, and I didn’t have magic to save me from the fall. If I slipped, I’d break a leg. Or worse.

      They were at the door. It held against their first shove, and their second. It wasn’t going to last long once Hamlin put his shoulder into it. I slipped out the window, creeping barefoot along the roof shingles, slowly working my way higher.

      I’d reached the top before Hamlin stuck his head out the window. He looked around, scanning the grounds first. Then he looked up and spotted me just as I was crossing the peak of the roof over to the other side. I heard him curse under his breath, and smiled. Well, I’d pissed him off pretty well now anyway. I could hear him grunting as he swung himself out the window to chase me.

      I really only had one thing going for me at this point, and that was knowledge. I knew this house like the back of my hand. I’d explored every nook, every secret hiding place. I knew where there were crawl spaces between the walls. There was a panel that opened into one crawl-way in my parents’ old bedroom. As quick as I could, I made my way over to the window. I wasn’t going to be able to open it from outside, so I swung the duffel bag at the window as hard as I could, letting go of it as it smashed into the glass. The duffel landed inside, and my way was mostly clear. I banged away a few of the remaining shards of glass with my fist, then slipped back inside.

      My foot touched down on the bag, but it rolled away before I could get my balance. The slide carried my bare foot all the way to the floor and the glass shards scattered all over it. I winced as one sharp chunk stabbed into the side of my foot. It was all I could do not to yell from the sudden pain, but that would give away my position even better than the breaking glass had.

      I pulled the glass out of my foot and limped forward a little bit. The breeze was pouring in through the smashed window behind me. Any moment Hamlin would be coming in that way, too. I didn’t have much time.

      The door to the hall opened. Warren was there, one of his hands on the door knob, the other loosely holding his rifle. He tried to shift his grip, bring his weapon up, but I was already rushing toward him. I’d been training all year in martial arts, and I’d had to use those skills in the real world more than once already. I closed the gap between us, grabbed the barrel of his rifle with one hand and slammed the heel of my palm into his face with the other.

      He dropped his weapon and raised both hands to protect his face. But I already had him. I raked his temple with an elbow strike, then pulled hard on the back of his neck, driving his face forward while lifting my knee up to slam into his face.

      He groaned once, then slumped to the floor.

      I grabbed his gun. I was tired of running. I slipped out into the hallway, using the door frame as cover. Then I aimed the tranq gun at the smashed window, and waited for Hamlin.

      I didn’t have to wait long. A gust of wind streaked past me – was that Kitty-breeze? I heard a small noise from down the hallway. I turned just in time to see a red-tailed dart slam into my left shoulder. There was a flash of pain, and then the world started to get blurry. My weapon slid from my fingers. Hamlin kicked it away from me.

      “Shithead,” he said, as I started to black out. “Should have watched your back.”
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      I woke slowly to the sensation of a gentle breeze nudging my face. The wind pressed against my cheek in short little pulses like a cat’s tongue. I knew that feeling; Kittybreeze was telling me to wake up. My eyes snapped open, and I groaned as fading daylight stabbed into my retinas. It felt like I had the mother of all hangovers. What the hell had they hit me with?

      “He’s coming around,” Warren said from somewhere just outside my line of sight.

      “Good,” Hamlin said from somewhere nearby.

      I ignored them and took stock of my situation. I was lying on my back on a cold, grassy surface. Rocks bit into my back. They’d moved me outside. My hands were tied together somewhere over my head. I looked up and could just see the wooden stake the ropes were tied off on. My legs were likewise tied together, then pinned in place with a post. I was still wearing nothing but the bathrobe and my underwear. All around me were the small bushes and tall grass of a meadow. Off to one side a bit I could see a familiar wood line.

      I was pretty near where the cat and I had duked it out. And I was staked out like Christmas dinner. I reached for the well of my magic and still couldn’t touch it. I was as cut off as I had been. This was looking very bad. I started to panic a little, my breaths coming faster. With an effort of will I slowed my breathing down. I tested the ropes, to see if there was any give. I could move my legs around some, but not a lot.

      “Go ahead and wiggle, maggot,” Hamlin said. “You’ll just call the hellcat that much sooner.”

      “Hellcat?” I asked. He had to be talking about the animal I’d fought. But if he knew its name, maybe I could learn more about it from him.

      “The beast that cut you,” he replied, shoving his toe against my shoulder wound. I winced. It was still very sore. “It’s got your blood-scent now. It lives to hunt people like you.”

      “People like me?” I asked. “Why are you doing this?”

      “People who tamper with magic,” Hamlin said, leaning in a little closer. “And we’re doing this to catch the thing. It got away from us, but you’re gonna help us get her back.”

      “You did offer to help,” Warren said with a nervous laugh.

      “I didn’t mean as bait!” I snapped back. I struggled against the ropes again, but the knots weren’t budging.

      “Then you shouldn’t have gone rogue,” Warren replied.

      “Rogue? I don’t understand. I’m a cadet... At Northshield University,” I said. “I train with Captain Miles there.”

      Warren looked over at Hamlin. He looked concerned, at least. Something I said must have touched a nerve. I was ready to tell them anything they wanted about me, if it would get them to take the damn ropes off and get me out of here!

      “Sergeant, I did hear about a new kid over that way,” Warren said. He tapped his chin thoughtfully. “Could be he’s telling the truth.”

      “Does it matter?” Hamlin asked. “The cat won’t rest until one of them is dead. If we come back without the cat, it’s our hides.”

      “Yeah, but...”

      “No buts. If this kid was really what he says he is, why didn’t he say so back at the house?” Hamlin said.

      “Because you guys broke into my home?” I replied. “Not the best way to get me to trust you.”

      Hamlin reached over and recovered his rifle from the ground. “Stick to the plan,” he said. “If anybody asks, we just say we were too late to save this guy, but stopped the cat before it could hurt anyone else.”

      “No!” I said. “Listen, let me help – we can catch this thing together, and –”

      Hamlin cut me off by kicking me in the side of the head hard enough to make me see stars. He was about to kick me again for good measure, but an unearthly yowl echoed across the field. Hamlin and Warren both froze for an instant, then they took off through the brush without another word, rifles in hand.

      I had the game figured out. They’d lay in wait somewhere nearby. Close enough that they could shoot the cat when it came after me, but far enough away that it wouldn’t sense them. When the hellcat tore into me, they’d shoot it. My odds of surviving the experience seemed pretty crappy. I had to get out of here before the cat got here.

      I yanked up hard with my feet. The foot stake was looser than the one above my head, and it gave a little bit. I had some slack in the rope near my legs, but I couldn’t get it to pull free from the ground entirely. As I was shifting about trying to get leverage, I felt something hard and lumpy under my right thigh. I rolled against the object again. My broken phone was still in my pocket. Not that there was anyone I could call who could get here in time to help, even if the thing worked.

      But the screen had been shattered pretty badly. There might be something I could do with it.

      I pushed up with my hips and legs as hard as I could. The heavy weight of the phone in the bathrobe pocket sent it flying up to bang against my face. Now my face was covered and I couldn’t see a damned thing, which wasn’t much of an improvement. I heard that yowl again. It sounded like the hellcat was coming closer.

      My fingers could just barely brush the edge of the bathrobe fabric. I couldn’t quite catch the cloth to pull it. I strained as hard as I could, pulling against the rope until it was biting into my skin. There! I could just barely pinch the edge of the cloth between two fingers.

      My breaths were coming faster now. I didn’t know how long I had before that thing pounced and made a meal of me. I knew there wasn’t much time, but I had to move carefully, make each movement count. If I lost my grip on the cloth, I wasn’t sure I would be able to reach it a second time.

      I slowly eased the cloth upward, pulling it at until the pocket was right next to my hand. That was close enough. I reached into the pocket and pulled out the cell phone. The screen was badly bashed up. All those little shards of glass, just waiting to be set free. I hammered the face of the phone down against a rock near my head, and was rewarded with the sound of glass breaking.

      The soldiers might have heard that sound too. If they hit me with another tranquilizer dart, all of this would be for nothing. “Kittybreeze, can you block their darts?”

      A little wind stirred around me. I took that as a yes.

      I reached down and grabbed a likely chunk of the glass screen. The glass cut my hand as I picked it up. That was a good sign, really. I needed something with a sharp edge. Working as fast as I dared with fingers that were growing slippery with blood, I began sawing at the ropes binding my hands.
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      Another yowl. This time it sounded really close.

      The hellcat was stalking me now. It had to have killed this way before – wound someone and block his magic, then get away and wait for the venom to do its work before coming back to finish the job. Warren had said I was ‘tagged’. And that it wouldn’t rest until I was dead. Did that mean it had some magical way of tracking me, too?

      Maybe it was wondering why I was just lying there waiting for it. Was it smart enough to sense a trap?

      A sudden wind rushed past my face, deflecting a small dart into the dirt. Ha! Score one for Kittybreeze. The soldiers must have seen that I was up to something, and one of them had taken a shot to make sure I stayed put.

      They had to know they’d missed, but now they’d be wondering. How had the shot missed? Was I as powerless as they’d thought? Had I just gotten lucky, or had I made the wind blow the shot off target?

      They’d never guess the real answer, of course. But it left them with two options. They could stick with the plan and sit tight, hoping the cat got to me before I escaped. Or they could run and stop me – at the risk of being attacked by the hellcat themselves. I was willing to bet that Warren at least didn’t want to be anywhere near that thing. He’d be arguing to remain hidden.

      Hamlin I wasn’t as sure about. He seemed more of the rush in type, but it was hard to say.

      One rope broke apart. My hands ached from the effort, and burned from the small cuts I’d made while sawing the glass shard through the rope. Still one more strand to go.

      There was a low growl from the bushes, off to my left. I hacked away at the rope, trying to cut my way through it before I became dinner to that thing. There! The second rope broke apart. My hands were still bound together, but I was freed from the stake. I sat up and grabbed the stake near my feet and pulled with everything I had.

      Another wind, and another dart driven into the dirt a few inches short of my arm. That was close. It was a good reminder that they only had to get one lucky shot and I was toast.

      The stake came up out of the dirt. I started undoing the knots at my ankles. The sooner I could run, the better!

      An angry roar came from the tall grass to my left. I ducked and rolled aside, and the hellcat flew through the air where my torso had just been. Its jaws snapped shut on air instead of my neck. It recovered fast though, turning on a dime and coming back at me again. If anything, the hellcat looked more terrifying and enormous in the dim twilight. I scrambled to my knees, holding the wooden stake between myself and those terrible jaws. It made for a crappy weapon, but it was all I had to work with.

      “Shoot it!” I shouted, hoping the soldiers could hear me. But they didn’t fire. The bastards were going to wait until it killed me, and then shoot it.

      The hellcat lashed out with a paw at my stake. I tried to pull it away in time, but the thing was too fast. It’s claws took me on the back of my hand, raking through my skin. The stake went flying from my fingers.

      It lunged in again, and caught me on the right shoulder before I could dodge. The claws bit deep into my skin. This time I screamed. I tried to roll with the blow, but it was too fast. I ended up face first in the dirt instead.

      And there it was. The answer to my dilemma was literally right in front of my nose.

      I snatched up the dart from where it had fallen in the dirt. The cat was lunging at me again. I only had a second before it tore me apart.

      I threw the dart.

      An enormous wind picked up behind me. Kittybreeze funneled the wind into a spear-like current, driving the dart on with more force than my arm could ever have mustered. The dart drove home into the hellcat’s neck.

      It stopped rushing at me, trying to bat at the dart instead. It used a rear leg to dislodge the weapon, but the damage had been done. Already its movements were becoming ungainly. It took a step toward me and staggered, then slumped to one side.

      The hellcat closed its eyes.

      And that was my cue to get the hell out of there. The soldiers would be coming this way. There was no way they were going to let me live, not after what I’d seen. Not after what they’d done to me. They couldn’t afford witnesses.

      I shucked the ropes off my legs. My hands could wait. I needed to run. I managed to get up on my feet. Two more darts flew at me as soon as I did, but Kittybreeze managed to deflect both of them.

      Time to go. I started running toward the woods as fast as I could manage. My legs were still shaking, and my whole body hurt. I was bleeding from so many cuts and slices I wouldn’t know where to start applying dressings. Staying to fight would be suicide. They had their hellcat back. That might delay them for a few minutes, maybe long enough for me to get away.

      They fired two more darts at me before I hit the edge of the woods. Both missed me by a mile. Once I hit the wood line, I tucked myself behind a big tree and peered out at them. Hamlin seemed angry. He was gesturing toward the woods. Warren was on his knees next to the hellcat, shaking his head at whatever Hamlin was saying.

      He was doing something to the cat. Tying it up, maybe? Or casting some sort of spell? I couldn’t tell from this distance. But I knew that distraction would only hold them for so long.

      I was hurt, bleeding, dizzy, barefoot and mostly naked alone in the woods at night. Somehow, I needed to make it back to my house, or Karl’s house. Get someplace safer. Staggering and wincing with each step, I began making my way through the woods down the hill toward the road.
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      I was shaking from the cold by the time I reached the road, and limping badly. I’d slipped and twisted an ankle in the dark somewhere. It was full dark now, and the moonlight shading everything in different tones of blue made the bathrobe much better camouflage than it would have been during the day. It wasn’t great protection from the cool evening air, but it was better than nothing.

      This was a danger point. I knew that the soldiers were out there somewhere looking for me. I heard them crashing around in the woods soon after I started moving. I’d lost them. But there was only one direction I could go to get help – back toward town. It wasn’t going to be hard to follow me.

      Or to cut me off. If they’d given up on the woods and made their way down to the road through the field, they might have beaten me here. I scanned the bushes along the side of the road, looking for any sign of the two men. I couldn’t see them, but that didn’t mean much. It would be easy to hide in this mess.

      Luckily, I still had an invisible scout.

      “Kittybreeze, check the area?” I whispered. “See if the men are out there.”

      She twirled around my ankles before dashing off. I stayed put, waiting it out and trying not to catch hypothermia. I was still shivering by the time she came back. That was a good sign. It was when you stopped shivering that you were in really deep trouble.

      Kittybreeze swirled around my ankles again. She felt upset, agitated. Of course. She was used to being able to communicate with me more directly. Right now there was no way for us to really talk.

      “It’s OK,” I whispered. “The venom should wear off.”

      I hoped it would, anyway. I hadn’t actually heard them say so. I was crossing my fingers. I mean, it had to get better, right? Or there had to be an antidote of some sort? If this was the end of my magic... I wasn’t sure what I would do with myself, without it.

      When I’d come to Northshield, it had been with the idea of leaving my weirdness behind me. I was heading to a new life. New people who wouldn’t know that strange things always seemed to just happen when I was around. I’d learned to control the little powers I had at the time well enough that I thought I could mask them.

      The one thing I couldn’t stop was my desire to help other people when they were in need. And I hadn’t bargained for just how badly needed my powers would be on campus. It had turned my entire life upside down. Now I couldn’t imagine living without the very thing I’d been trying to escape less than a year ago.

      My life was nothing if not filled with irony.

      “Kittybreeze, make a dust devil if it’s clear down the road ahead,” I whispered. “Dust devil will mean yes, no dust devil means no. OK?”

      She made a dust devil.

      “The road is clear?” I asked, just to make sure which question she was answering.

      She stopped the dust devil, then made another one.

      “OK. Let’s go then.”

      I stumbled my way through the ditch at the side of the road and scrabbled up onto the packed dirt of the road itself. They didn’t pave, this far away from town. The pavement ended about where my Dad’s house was. I started walking down the road, keeping close to the side.

      “Kittybreeze, scout ahead. Come back if you spot anything.”

      She made a dust devil, then dashed on ahead.

      I’d have been toast without her, more than once today. She was a good friend. I don’t know which of us had rescued the other more often. I’d lost track somewhere along the line. Our rescues and last minute saves had blurred into a mutual trust that each of us would always have the other’s back.

      I stopped right before the road left the woods. It turned to pavement there, which might hurt my feet less. But I’d have wide open fields on either side of me instead of trees. I’d be easy to spot, even at a distance. And they still had those dart guns.

      If only I could shield myself. I should be able to stop those darts without any trouble at all. But when I reached for my power all I felt was the same empty hole I’d been feeling since the hellcat first cut me. And now I had two more poisoned cuts, too. I’d seen the same green goo in the cut on my hand, and I had to assume there was some in the other wound as well.

      Those cuts were all full of mud and grime at this point. If I didn’t get them cleaned out before too long, I’d be facing the risk of some serious infections.

      One thing at a time. First step was to get to help. Then worry about the cuts.

      Kittybreeze came flying back. She made a whirlwind for me.

      “Really? All clear?”

      Another dust devil.

      “All the way to my house?”

      She made another little whirlwind.

      “Did you check inside the house?” I asked.

      No whirlwind. I waited an extra moment to be sure she was saying no.

      That’s where they would be most likely waiting for me. They knew I was out there mostly naked, without shoes, without money or any sort of equipment. They had to figure I would try to swing back by the house. That was where I thought they would be waiting.

      Which meant I needed to go somewhere else. I set off down the road at a light jog, moving as fast as my ankle would allow. I wanted to get past the danger area as quickly as I could. If I couldn’t safely get what I needed from my house, I knew the next best bet. I’d jog right past my house and head to Karl’s.
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      The most dangerous part of the trip was the little spot of road passing Dad’s house. If they were up there waiting for me, they’d surely have someone watching the road. My bathrobe was more brown than white now, grimy and mud splashed. But I would still stick out like a sore thumb walking along the road at night.

      There was another path that might work. A narrow ditch ran along the roadside. It was a creek bed in the spring, but it had already dried up by this time of year, filling a little only when it rained. I scrabbled through the brush, stabbing my already hurt foot with something sharp and biting my lip to keep from yelling. That would give me away as surely as walking down the road would.

      I stopped to check the injury. Something sharp had caught the sole of my foot. I was bleeding. Not fountains of blood, but enough that I was going to leave a trail. And there were going to be a lot more sharp rocks on the path ahead. My feet were going to be shredded by the time I got where I was going.

      Unless I did something about it. My robe had a long strip of terry that hung through loops around my waist, belting it on. I yanked that out of the loops now, and searched around on the dry creek bed for what I was going to need: two rocks, one sharp and the other flat.

      I was having flashbacks to the survival class we’d had in Military Science last semester. The session had been three hours long. It had not covered how to improvise shoes in the wild. I was going to have to get creative.

      Once I found the rocks I needed, I sliced the terry rope in half. Then I tied each half around one of my feet. I bound the injured one first, taking care to make the wrap tight so it staunched the flow of blood. I winced from the pain, but the cloth should at least slow the bleeding down. Then I wrapped my other foot.

      They weren’t great shoes, and they weren’t going to last long. But they might save my feet a few more gashes. No more time for stalling. I had to move.

      I crept forward, crouched low so that my silhouette was hidden by the bushes growing along the side of the road. Every few steps I kept looking up at the house. I half expected someone to raise an alarm. Or worse, to simply shoot me from there. The soldiers didn’t need me alive anymore. They had the cat. They could use something a lot more high powered than their tranquilizer guns.

      What had that all been about, anyway? I wrestled with the problem as I walked.

      Warren said I was tagged when he saw my injury. He’d guessed that the hellcat had clawed me, somehow. And Hamlin had said now that the cat had my scent, it would hunt me until one of us was dead. He’d also revealed that those two men were supposed to bring the cat in, or they’d be in deep trouble.

      The hellcat wasn’t some rogue monster, loose in the world. It was some sort of military weapon. Maybe it was a natural creature they’d simply captured or trained. A more dangerous thought struck me, though. What if the hellcat had been made, somehow? What if it – and maybe others like it – were being created to help hunt down rogue mages?

      They’d thought I was a rogue. Whatever that was. When I’d told them I was a cadet, Warren had buckled a little. But even that wasn’t enough to sway Hamlin. He’d cast my life away without a second thought.

      Who were these people, that they could just execute anyone they ran into who was gifted with magic? Clearly they thought they could get away with killing me. They were more worried about not returning with their precious animal than they were about the consequences of murder. The implications were chilling.

      I finished the journey across the danger area and faded into a small copse of trees that were growing near Karl’s house. One last sprint across his yard, and I’d be right at his back door. I rested, getting myself ready to make the run.

      Then I froze. There were two cars in his driveway, and I knew both of them. Karl’s I’d seen earlier, when he picked me up. But the other car was an old dark grey BMW that I knew just as well. What the heck was my grandmother doing at Karl’s house? And why was she there tonight, of all nights?

      I didn’t want to involve her. If I went in there, she might get embroiled in this mess too. These men were dangerous. I couldn’t risk getting her hurt.

      But I didn’t have a lot of other options, either. I needed to get some help, and I needed it soon. The warmth and light of Karl’s house beckoned to me from just a few dozen feet away. All I had to do was run over there, and I could be warm again. I shivered in the wet terry cloth. I was going to get hypothermia if I stood around out here much longer.

      Damned if I was going to give in without a fight. Decision made, I ran for the back door, pounding my feet as fast as I could. It was a straight shot, but I was out in the open the entire time. I drove my feet as fast as I could move them, running full tilt, worried that any moment a bullet might come whizzing in from the hillside to end my dash.

      But I made the door. I was there. Safe at last. I pounded on Karl’s door as hard as I could. A licked flicked on over my head, illuminating the back yard. Then the door opened.
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      Karl opened the door. His face looked worried at first, then changed immediately to concern when he recognized me.

      “Ryan!” he said. “What has happened?”

      “Let me in?” I pleaded.

      “Of course!” He scooped an arm around my shoulders. “You’re soaking wet. And freezing! Come inside, I’ll get you warm.”

      I gratefully accepted the offer and let him guide me around into the kitchen. He sat me down on a stool and placed a mug of something hot in my hand. I took a small sip. It was tea. How had he managed to have hot tea ready just then? I had no idea. Maybe it was just Karl’s special sort of magic, but I was grateful however it had come about.

      Karl returned with several blankets. He slipped the tea from my hands, setting the mug carefully on the kitchen counter. Then he helped me out of the soaked bathrobe and wrapped me with blankets. I hadn’t realized just how cold I really was until my body started warming up again. My teeth were chattering, both my arms shaking so hard that it was difficult to hold the mug steady when he handed it back to me.

      “What’s all the fuss?”

      I looked up as my grandmother entered the room. She was the oldest person I knew, and she was still getting around with just a cane to help her out. Her eyes were as sharp as I’d always remembered. There were a few more lines in her face since the last time I’d seen her. But she still radiated that same sense of solidity that I recalled.

      “Hi, Grandma,” I said, wondering again what she was doing here. This was the last place I wanted her to be. “Sorry to barge in.”

      “Ryan, you’re hurt!” she replied, hurrying to my side. “Karl, he’s bleeding.”

      She pointed to the little trail of red footprints which led from the door to where I sat. The gash on my foot must have finally soaked through the terry dressing.

      “Sorry about the mess,” I mumbled.

      “Stop apologizing,” Grandma snapped. “Karl, we need the first aid kit. And call 911. I think this young man needs a hospital.”

      “No!” I said, regaining a little strength for my voice. “No hospital. I can’t…”

      If I went to a hospital, and those people went after me, I could get innocent people in the line of fire. I didn’t want to risk it. I needed to find a way to deal with them. Ideally, I needed my magic back. That would solve a lot of my problems. But it didn’t seem like the poison was fading at all yet. In the back of my mind, I was still terrified that it might not ever fade. That I might have lost my abilities forever.

      Karl and my grandmother exchanged a look. Something passed between them in that moment, but whatever it was, I wasn’t in on the communication. These two had obviously grown to know each other quite well.

      “I’ll get the first aid kit,” Karl said. He left the room.

      Grandma sighed and sat down on the stool next to me. She settled her cane near her, resting the hooked part on the counter.

      “So, what sort of trouble have you gotten yourself into this time?” she asked.

      “It wasn’t my fault,” I said.

      “It never is,” she replied. Her smile took a little of the sting from the words; she was teasing me. “What happened?”

      “You heard about the big cat running loose around here?” I asked. She nodded in response. “I ran into it. Or it ran into me. Whatever the case, I was a little the worse for wear.”

      “I suspect that’s not the whole story,” she replied. She reached down and held up my left wrist, where the marks from the rope were still bright red. “Who did this?”

      There was a fire in her eyes as she asked the question, a bright anger in her words that warmed me even more than the blankets. All she knew was someone had tried to hurt her grandson, and she was ready to go take them on herself if she had to.

      I tried to figure out what I could tell her, without making her think I was nuts. And without putting her into more danger than she was already in just being near me right now. Those men were not going to wait forever.

      Karl’s return with bandages saved me for a few minutes. He took care of the cut on my foot first. When he probed the sore ankle, he proclaimed it a minor sprain and wrapped the whole thing in an ACE wrap for support.

      “Just in case you need to go do something stupid on it,” he muttered. He knew me too damned well. “All right. Where else are you hurt?”

      I showed them the cut marks on my shoulders and hand. All three wounds had already scabbed over, but he gently worked off the scabs with a wet cloth and cleaned them out. Then he applied some sort of ointment that took away a lot of the sting.

      “Antibiotic and lidocaine,” he said when he saw me staring at the little tube. “It works well, eh?”

      “Yes, thanks.” I was starting to feel halfway human again. Warm, and sore instead of cut to ribbons.

      Karl finished his care by taping down gauze dressings over each wound. All the while, Grandma just sat there patiently sipping her tea. But the fire hadn’t left her eyes. It was still there, biding its time. Finally, Karl pronounced me as good as I was going to be until those wounds healed.

      “Good,” Grandma said. “Now, I believe you were about to tell me why there are ligature marks on your wrists?”
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      I looked down at my wrists, at the bright red marks. I shivered a little again, but it wasn’t from the cold this time. I’d come so close to dying out there, helpless and tied down. It was the most horrific experience I’d ever faced. There had been times when I thought I was about to die. Moments when some master was seconds away from killing me. But I’d never been truly helpless before. Not totally. It was something new, and there was part of me inside that was still terrified. Of the men, and their hellcat.

      “The cat isn’t the only predator out there right now,” I said slowly. I’d had a few minutes to think about what I could and couldn’t say. “There are a couple of very bad men out there chasing it. I…got in their way.”

      I went over how they’d seen the cat near my house, then broken in and knocked me out. I told them about how they’d staked me out there as bait for the cat. Karl and my grandmother listened in stunned silence as I told them about how I’d cut my way free of the ropes with shards of my cell phone, how the men had tried to shoot me with their tranquilizer guns again but missed.

      I skipped the part where Kittybreeze helped them miss. Some things were better left unsaid here.

      Then I told them about how I’d used the dart from the men’s missed shot to knock the cat out, and then run for my life.

      “You think they’re still out there looking for you?” Grandma asked when I was finished.

      “That’s my guess. I saw their faces. I can report them to the police. I doubt they are going to let me go.” Worse, they knew I was a military cadet, and had ties to resources in the Army’s magical unit. I could make life very bad for them, potentially, if I could just contact Miles. They were not going to let me get away.

      “I think it is time to get the police involved,” Karl said.

      “There’s what, four police officers on the entire Clayton force?” I asked. “And there will be only one on duty right now. These men have military training. I don’t want to get anyone else killed.”

      “You seem pretty sure they’d be willing to attack the police,” Grandma said.

      I nodded. I felt pretty confident. Hamlin seemed to think he could make me disappear and get away with it. Why not a cop too?

      “They seemed pretty desperate to me,” I said. “I was worried about involving you, Karl, but I didn’t know where else to go.”

      “Nonsense. Of course I will help you,” Karl said.

      “You don’t want to involve the police, because you’re worried they will get hurt,” Grandma said. “You don’t want to go to a hospital. I am guessing it’s also because you don’t want to endanger people?”

      “Pretty much,” I said. Putting it that way, it sounded silly. Unless you knew that there was a magical predator tracking me via a mystic link, and that one of the men who was after me had magic of his own that he could probably use to locate me.

      “You need to start thinking about yourself too,” she said. She gave an exasperated sigh. “If you won’t phone the police, what about calling your father? He might be able to help.”

      Like hell. I was not going to be running back to my father anytime soon. I could handle my own problems just fine, thank you. I didn’t need him fixing things for me.

      But I kept all those thoughts to myself. “What could Dad do?” I asked.

      “I’m not sure. But he’s a smart man. He might be able to think of something,” she replied.

      There was one person who might be able to directly impact things. I knew Miles’ work phone number at Northshield by heart. If I could reach him, he might be able to do something. Maybe call these guys’ superior officer and tell them to leave me alone. Or something.

      “I do know someone I can call who might be able to help,” I said.

      Grandma pulled a small cell phone from her pocket. “You said yours was broken, right?”

      “Mine is toast, yes. Thank you.” I took the phone and started dialing Miles’ office.

      The more I thought about it, the more certain I was that this was the best course of action. If I reached Miles, he could make some phone calls and wrap this whole thing up. This whole mess had to be a couple of soldiers who were taking their orders a little too far. I couldn’t imagine that the Army was sanctioning our troops just killing citizens out of hand. People would talk. The truth would get out.

      A niggling voice in the back of my head was wondering about that part. Would the truth really get out? After all, the media had been able to explain away soul-eaten cadets as psychological breaks from stress, a phoenix setting half the town alight as the unfortunate fallout from an arson prank, and zombies as being drug induced mania in a local gang.

      The world was excellent at not seeing what was right in front of their faces.

      Was this another case like that? How many missing persons were actually mages who’d been picked off by teams like this? It would be easy to make an assassination look like a mugging or burglary gone wrong, too.

      If I kept thinking about this, I was going to end up paranoid. I finished dialing, hoping I would reach Miles and he could shed some light on all of this for me.

      The call went straight to his voice mail.

      “Shit,” I said.

      “What’s wrong?” Grandma asked. Luckily, she didn’t seem especially startled by my language. I guess she figured that there was a place and time for such things, and this was it.

      “He’s not there,” I said. I opened the Settings app and checked Grandma’s cell number. Then I called Miles’ phone again and left a message with my name and number, telling him it was urgent.

      But I had a hunch he wasn’t going to get that call soon enough to help. He said he would be away on Army business. I still had the card he’d given me, but it was with the pile of books I’d hidden with magic. Up at Dad’s house. If I was going to get through to Miles, I was going to have to get back up there somehow, and get that card.

      “Can I hang on to the phone for a bit, Grandma?” I asked.

      “Of course. Just try to be more gentle on it than you were on your own?”

      “I’ll do what I can,” I said. I didn’t have very good luck with phones. They seemed to get broken pretty regularly.

      “What are you planning to do next?” Grandma asked.

      “I’m not sure,” I replied. “For now, getting the heck out of town sounds like a good idea. Maybe the three of us can take a long drive someplace else?” Someplace far away. Far enough that the hellcat would have a heck of a time tracking me. Northshield University was only a four or five hour drive away. If I got back there, maybe I could find a way to reverse this poison and get my magic back. At the very least, I’d have some breathing room.

      Then I heard a phone ring.

      I jumped, thinking it was the cell phone. I looked down at it, but it was silent and dark. The ringing was from Karl’s house phone. It hung from the kitchen wall, a really old school phone. It wasn’t even cordless. I wondered how long he’d had the thing. I hadn’t seen one like that in years.

      He picked up the phone. “Hello?”

      Karl seemed to listen to whatever the person on the other end was saying. Then he frowned and looked up at me.

      “It’s for you, Ryan,” he said.
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      I took the receiver from his hand and placed it by my ear. I already knew who it was. Who it had to be. No one would be calling for me here. No one knew that I was here, except perhaps the two men chasing me.

      “Yes?” I said.

      “You’ve got spunk, kid,” Hamlin said.

      “You’ve got your cat now,” I replied. “Why don’t we call it quits here? You go your way, I go mine?”

      There was the smallest of pauses, a moment where I thought perhaps he was considering doing just that. Maybe they would just leave me be. Take the cat, leave, go back to wherever they came from.

      “Sorry kid, can’t do that,” he said.

      “Why not? It’s not like I can tell anyone. Who would believe this story?”

      “It’s not that. You’re tagged.”

      There was that word again. “What the hell does that mean?”

      “You really don’t know?” He seemed surprised. “The hellcat forms a mystic link with the person it claws. The link blocks your powers, and lets the cat track you.”

      “This link lasts for how long?” I asked. I eyed the other two people in the room, both of whom were hanging on every word I said. I’d have to be speak carefully, or I’d give away a lot of things that I’d rather keep secret right now.

      “Until you’re dead. Sorry,” Hamlin said. “The cat won’t hunt anyone else until it’s killed you.”

      “Or until it dies,” I offered.

      “Yup. But a dead hellcat is no good to us. They’d have my hide. Literally.” He paused, then said, “If I could, I’d let you go. But in a choice between your skin and mine? I’m gonna pick mine every time.”

      “So why the phone call, then?” I asked.

      “Because if you give two shits about whoever is in that house with you, get rid of them or leave,” he replied. “The cat’s on its way. It catches them with you, they’ll die too.”

      He hung up.

      I let the receiver fall from my fingers. It swung down on its cord and cracked into the wall. They’d released the hellcat. It was out there in the darkness right now. Somewhere between Dad’s house and this one, was my guess. I was out of time.

      “I need some clothes. And shoes. Karl?” I said. “Quickly please. We’re out of time.”

      “I’ll get you something which might fit,” he replied. He rushed off.

      “The phone call was bad, then?” Grandma asked softly.

      “Yup. Grandma, something terrible is on its way over here,” I said. “I’m going to try to lead it away. Soon as I am gone, I want the two of you to get into the other car and get out of here. I’ll meet up with you later.”

      “How bad are we talking about?” she asked. “I have a few old guns at my house.”

      “Really?” I asked.

      “A couple of old rifles. And a little ammunition. They belonged to your grandfather and I. Haven’t used them in years, but they ought to still work.”

      A rifle would do a lot to even the odds here. It was a risk, but it seemed like one which was worth taking. If we could get out of here, get down to her house… It might just be enough.

      “I’ll ride with Karl in his car,” she said. She handed me a set of keys. “You take mine.”

      “Are you sure?” I asked. “This might be rough on the car.”

      “My car is like a tank compared to Karl’s. I think you should take the vehicle most likely to keep you alive, don’t you?”

      “Point taken. I’ll take the car,” I said. “And thanks, Grandma.”

      “Thank me by giving me a better explanation when this is all over,” she replied. “I’ve seen enough odd things over the years. I have a feeling there is more to this story than you’re telling us, isn’t there?”

      I nodded, unsure what I could say.

      “I read those diaries of your grandfather’s, before I sent them to you,” she said. “This have anything to do with the sort of problems he ran into?”

      “A little, yes,” I said.

      “Ah. I thought so. We’ll talk, later on.”

      I wasn’t sure what that talk was going to be like. Grandpa had run into some strange things during his time in the service. He’d been in World War Two, served in Africa and then again in Europe. He’d seen magic. He’d known it was a real thing. How old was the magical side of the Army? That special service Miles was a part of? Did it date back as far as Grandpa’s service? Was it older still?

      There was so much I didn’t know. And that lack of information was proving to be deadly.

      Karl came back and saved us from further conversation. He had a pair of hiking boots and some clothes in his hands.

      “I think these should fit, or come close. They belonged to my son. Out of style, I suppose…” he said.

      “More worried about staying alive than looking good right now,” I replied, taking the bundle from him. I started tossing clothes on quickly. I had no idea how much time we might have before the cat arrived, but it wouldn’t be long.

      “He won’t be upset if these clothes get a little…messy?” I asked. I was pretty rough on my clothing.

      “No, he’s been living on his own for decades now. Comes to visit, but he’s not looking to have his teenage clothes back, I think,” Karl said. “If he were here, I’m sure he would offer them himself.”

      Fully dressed again, I was feeling much more myself. I was still battered and a little sore, but there was something about being mostly naked and on the run that shifts the subconscious into a kind of panicked survival mode. Now it was time to think things through. I had a hellcat and two soldiers to outwit.

      An angry feline yowl broke my train of thought. It was close. Like, just outside the door kind of close.

      “Time to go,” I said. I just hoped we were not already too late to get away.
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      I went to the front door with Grandma’s keys in my hand. The keys had one of those little electric controls on them. I watched the car through the window and pressed the button to unlock it. The locks popped up without any fanfare of beeping or flashing lights, and I heaved out a sigh of relief. I’d been half afraid that the car would make a ton of noise when it unlocked, which would be sure to draw the cat’s attention.

      “As soon as I’m away and you see the cat chasing, you two make for Karl’s car,” I said. “I’ll meet you at Grandma’s house as soon as I can. Get the rifles ready.”

      “Be careful,” Grandma said.

      “I’ll try,” I replied with a grin.

      Of course, there was only so much being careful I could do. I was about to invite a massive killing machine to come chase me. Nothing left to do but go for it. Waiting wasn’t going to make this any better. I twisted the door knob, then yanked the door open and dashed out, shutting it behind me.

      Then I sprinted to the car with every bit of speed I could muster.

      I was breathing fast by the time I arrived beside the car. I turned as I started pulling the car door open, scanning the area around me instinctively. That almost killed me. I saw the cat immediately. It was up on the porch roof, crouched down and about to spring.

      For just a half second I froze there, unable to move.

      It bunched the huge muscles in its hind legs and pushed off from the roof, flying straight toward me.

      I screamed, yanked the car door open the rest of the way and dove inside. The hellcat landed on the hood of the car, claws making horrible screeching noises against the metal. I slammed the door shut behind me and tried to put the keys into the ignition.

      The cat was just outside the window. It batted at the window a couple of times, but the thick glass was holding for now. I realized I was trying to put the wrong key into the ignition.

      “Slow is smooth, smooth is fast,” I said under my breath. It was a saying I’d picked up around the University. Try to rush something, and you’ll take a lot longer than if you just caught your breath and did it slowly – and smoothly. I looked down at the keys, ignoring the cat as it reared back, then fell forward against the window. The weight of the impact cracked the windshield, sending starry fissures spreading in a crazy quilt across the entire thing. Another hit like that and the glass would shatter.

      But I had the key inserted now. I started the car up and the powerful engine roared to life. The hellcat smacked the glass again with a paw, and the cracks opened wider still. The center point of this impact had actually dented in.

      “I’ve had just about enough of you,” I said. I threw the car into reverse and slammed on the accelerator. The car wheels squealed on the paved driveway and the BMW shot backwards toward the road.

      The hellcat tried to hold on, and its claws left gouges in the metal as it scrabbled for purchase on the smooth surface, but there wasn’t anything for it to hang on to. The cat rolled off the hood and onto the pavement in front of the car.

      I put the car back in drive and accelerated again. If I could run the damned thing over, that would end this whole mess right then. But the cat was too agile for that. It saw me coming and dove off to one side. It was so fast!

      Back to Plan A. It was time to lead the cat on a merry chase. I went back into reverse and backed onto the road, tires protesting as I spun the car around. The cat was chasing, which was precisely what I wanted.

      Hey, Hamlin said it would chase me until it caught me. I was going to use that.

      My car roared down the road, starting off at about twenty miles per hour. The cat seemed able to keep up with that. In fact, it was overtaking me, so I stepped up the pace a little. It kept coming.

      How far would it take this chase? If I kept going, would it still follow me wherever I went? If I flew across the ocean, would the thing hop on a boat, or try to swim across? Was there a range to its tracking, or would it always be able to reach me somehow?

      Again and again I was coming up against holes in my knowledge that left me completely unprepared for this mess. Where was Miles when I needed him? For that matter, why hadn’t he ever told me that things like this existed?

      We were up to thirty miles an hour now, and the cat was starting to fall behind a little. I slowed down to let it catch up a bit. I didn’t want to completely lose it, after all. Far better to have my eyes on the thing.

      Then it let loose with a burst of speed unlike anything I’d seen before. It was like it was channeling a cheetah. It closed the gap I’d been carefully leaving between us in seconds. And then it leapt into the air, and landed on the roof of my car. The roof dented in sharply where it impacted. It drove claws from all four feet into the steel of the roof – and they held! I looked up and saw claw tips serrating the roof over my head.

      Then it did something, shifted its weight somehow. I could tell from the way the dent in the roof rippled and shifted. The claws directly over my head moved, leaving gouges in the metal behind them. Impossibly, the hellcat was cutting its way in through the roof.
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      I did the only thing I could think of that might help. I drove my foot onto the brake pedal as hard as I could.

      The BMW careened to a stop, tires squealing. The rear end of the car tried to fishtail forward, and I jerked the wheel to the right to keep it on course. The hellcat had been holding on against our forward acceleration. It wasn’t braced for a sudden stop. It flew through the air as the car stopped cold. It slammed into the pavement in front of me, rolling a few times with the force of the impact.

      It was on its feet again faster than I would have believed possible, and running at the car. What was it going to take to stop this thing?

      “Oh no you don’t,” I muttered as I brought my foot back to the accelerator. The car roared forward again. The cat was too damned fast, though! It dove sideways, easily dodging the oncoming vehicle.

      At least I was out in front of it again. I made sure to leave a little more distance and kept a close eye on it. If it tried to go to super-speed mode again, well – this car could do zero to sixty pretty quickly. It could go from thirty to sixty even faster, and I was pretty sure that the hellcat couldn’t maintain sixty miles an hour.

      We kept driving that way for several more miles. I wanted to put some serious distance between us and Clayton before I went to phase two of the plan. That was going to be even harder than I’d thought. Somehow, I had to turn around and head back to Clayton, and drive as fast as the car could go the entire way back so I could get at least a few minutes lead time on the thing.

      I kept my eyes peeled for likely prospects as I drove along. That, and one eye on my rear view mirror. I didn’t want to lose the cat, and I didn’t want it to get too close, either. I was lucky that there was so little traffic out here this late at night.

      We’d been going along like that for about half an hour before I spotted a really likely candidate for my turnaround. There was a little strip mall off the side of the road. That might just do the trick. I turned off, the cat still in close pursuit.

      I gunned the engine a little going into the parking lot. Then I started around the back of the building, where the delivery trucks would go to drop stuff off on loading bays. My plan was to do a full pass around the building, come around the other side and get back out to the main road.

      What I wasn’t counting on was the chain link fence blocking my way.

      I didn’t have time to think about what to do next. I pushed the accelerator all the way to the floor, gunned the engine for all it was worth, and hung on for dear life.

      The BMW plowed into the fence at about fifty miles an hour with a sound like metal dying. It broke through the chain holding the fence closed. Shattered bits of metal flew away from the car, and the fence pieces themselves blew open like they’d been hit by a bomb. I was shaken as hell. The car? It kept rolling through.

      I slowed down a little so that I could take the corner safely, and then roared back out into the parking lot. That had been a very near thing. If I’d had another minute to think about it, I probably would have tried to turn around. And that would have given the cat another free shot at me. In close quarters combat, I think the hellcat was going to win against the BMW.

      But I was back out on the road, and the cat was still in pursuit but already falling behind. I pushed the car back up to seventy miles an hour. It complained a little. There was a clicking noise in the engine that hadn’t been there before. But I was pretty confident it would hold together long enough for me to get back to Clayton. I rolled down the window and let the cool night air wick the sweat away from my face. My hands were shaking from reaction. I took a few deep breaths to steady myself.

      With luck, I’d have a half hour or so head start on the hellcat by the time I arrived. I just hoped those guns Grandma was talking about would still shoot!
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      The car was stuttering more by the time I reached her house. I had to slow down some as I drove into town. There was only one officer on duty at night there, but with my luck I’d get stopped. I definitely couldn’t afford the time for a traffic stop right now. It was agonizing watching those precious minutes slip away as I drove the last two miles at thirty miles an hour, though.

      I pulled into her driveway next to Karl’s car. The lights were on inside the house, and the door was opening as I turned off the ignition.

      “Ryan, what did you do to my car?” Grandma asked from the doorway.

      “I did say it might be a rough trip,” I replied.

      The car was a mess. The front end was dented in from the impact with the fence. There were gouges in the hood, and huge rips in the roof. But overall I thought it had come through pretty well.

      Grandma had changed. She was wearing a skirt when I first saw her. Now she was in pants. And she was cradling a rifle like she knew how to use it.

      “You test that out yet?” I asked.

      “Oh, it’ll shoot. It’s the bullets I’m more worried about,” she replied. “They’re ten years old, and might have gone bad. But the rifles are as good as the day your grandfather and I last used them.”

      I quirked an eyebrow at her.

      “We used to shoot together,” she said. “Never seemed to be much point to it after he passed.”

      Kittybreeze swirled around my feet. It was a relief that she was still there. I was so used to being able to see her, sense her. Having that part of me cut away made me feel like I was blind.

      “She’s a cute little thing,” Grandma said.

      For a moment I wasn’t sure just what she was talking about. Then I realized she had to be looking at Kittybreeze.

      “You can See her?” I asked.

      My guess was that maybe as many as one person in a thousand had the ability to See magic. It might be even more rare than that. I was running into more than my fair share because of Northshield, and the ley line nexus there. Magical stuff just seemed to be attracted to the place.

      But Grandma? What were the odds? Maybe it ran in families or something.

      “Sure I can see her,” she said. “Cute. And so friendly!” She reached down and stroked something near her feet. I realized that she must be touching the little bit of wind that was my friend. I wished I could See their interaction myself with a ferocity that surprised me.

      “I wish I still could,” I said, more than a little bitterly.

      “Why can’t you?” she asked.

      “Those cuts I got were from the cat. Some sort of poison in the claws. It’s blocked my...spooky stuff.” I couldn’t believe I was talking magic with my grandmother. Never in a million years would I have daydreamed this conversation!

      “Never heard of anything like that,” she muttered. “Some bad magic in that.”

      “Me either.”

      “Ryan, we need to have a chat sometime soon,” she said.

      “Definitely,” I replied. “But that cat is coming back. We’re on a clock.”

      She nodded, then tossed me the rifle. I caught it out of the air, again surprised by how spry my grandmother was. She’s always been the tough as nails type. But she seemed to have more energy than most people a lot younger.

      “I can’t leave you unarmed,” I protested.

      “You’re not. I’ve got two. Grandpa and I used to shoot together, remember?” she asked. “That one was his. Take care of it.”

      I looked down over the weapon. It had been well oiled before being put away, and the oil had kept it clean of rust. It was a lever action 30-30 rifle. Old, but like she had said, well cared for and still serviceable.

      “Five rounds in the magazine,” she said. “Don’t waste them. I didn’t have a lot of spare ammo sitting around, and most of what I had didn’t look very good anymore. I picked the best of the lot.”

      Five bullets. It would have to be enough.
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      I looked down at my watch. There wasn’t much time left. I might have gained as much as twenty five minutes on the hellcat, but if I was wrong about its ability to sustain higher speeds then it could be here even sooner. I’d already burned ten.

      “You’ve got to get Karl and go. Both of you need to get out of here,” I said.

      “Or we could stay and help you fight,” she replied with a grin.

      “I don’t want either of you in any more danger than I’ve already put you in.”

      She opened her mouth to say something, then stopped and closed it. Her eyes narrowed. She was looking at something over my shoulder. I turned and saw a car coming up the driveway toward her house.

      It was a black sedan with government plates. I’d seen that car before: it was the one Hamlin had been driving earlier.

      “Trouble?” Grandma asked.

      “Definitely,” I said.

      She went back inside the house. I was surprised that she would leave me to handle it, but glad that she wasn’t going to be in the line of fire. This might get messy. At least I was armed, this time. I cradled the rifle in a way that would let me swing it up and into use pretty quickly, and started walking toward their car.

      The car stopped about ten feet away from me. Both men stepped out from either side of their vehicle. They left the car idling.

      They were both still in military uniform, but they looked a little grubby from their efforts. Those uniforms weren’t the sharp, crisp things I’d seen earlier in the day. I wondered just how far into the woods they’d tried to track me before they gave up. The thought made me smile a little.

      “This isn’t a laughing matter, son,” Hamlin said. “We need you to come with us right away.”

      I blinked. “What on Earth is going to make me want to go anywhere with you?”

      “We need to take you in to command,” he said. “Get your identity verified.”

      I raised the rifle, not quite aiming it at him. “You’ve tried to kill me twice. Now you want me to trust you? I don’t think so.”

      “That rifle isn’t going to fire,” Warren said softly. I noticed him making a small gesture with his hand. He was doing something with his magic. “You’re coming with us. Hard way or not is your choice.”

      “You’re not the only one who can play that game, Warren,” I said. Yes, I was bluffing. But I had an idea in mind.

      “You’ve been tagged by the hellcat,” Warren said. “You’ve got no magic while it’s still alive.” The grin he was wearing could curdle milk. He was enjoying this, enjoying having power over me. Well, let’s see how he liked surprises.

      “I still have enough power to deal with the two of you,” I said. I made a twirling motion with my hand.

      Wind sprang to life around the pair of them, swirling faster and faster. It wasn’t a tornado, but it was one hell of a dust devil. I let out the breath I was holding. Kittybreeze had understood what I was hinting at. She was bringing the wind. But if Warren could only scent magic, not See it, then he might not be able to figure that out.

      “How is he doing that?” Hamlin demanded. “How?” He was hollering at his smaller companion over the roar of the wind.

      “I don’t know! It shouldn’t be possible!” Warren shouted back.

      I had them shaken. Now it was time to tighten the noose. Quickly, before they got over their shock. Kittybreeze might have brought the wind, but it was going to be up to me to bring the thunder.

      I raised my rifle and aimed it at Hamlin’s head.

      “I don’t think so,” Hamlin said. He drew a pistol from his belt and raised it to fire. I hesitated. I’d never killed someone. I wasn’t sure I could pull the trigger. And he must have seen that in my eyes, because he smiled as he brought the gun up. He wasn’t going to have any compunctions about shooting me.

      Then he yelled and dropped the weapon, cursing loudly. His wrist was bleeding, deep gouges opened in the skin. Kittybreeze had saved me – again.

      “How the hell is he doing that?” Hamlin shouted again. The whirlwind was strong enough that bits of small gravel were pelting them now. Hamlin didn’t wait for an answer. He reached down for the pistol he’d dropped. This time I knew I was going to have to shoot him or die.

      A gunshot echoed loudly in the yard, drowning out the wind. The pistol Hamlin had been reaching for was struck, and broke apart. He jumped back away from it like it was a snake.

      “I think it’s time for you boys to leave,” Grandma said from behind me. “I’m a right good shot with this rifle, and it won’t bother me too much to end you two.”

      She came up beside me, the rifle still held at the ready. “Besides, the police are on their way here. Don’t imagine you boys want to see an official investigation into all this?”

      That was too much for them. The returned to their car and backed it out of the driveway. Then they were off, headed away down the road out of town. I heaved a sigh of relief and lowered the rifle. My arms felt like lead. I couldn’t remember ever feeling so exhausted.

      “You raise a gun on someone, you’d better be ready to use it, Ryan.” Grandma sounded angry. I turned, hurt. I was wiped out, and she was going to call me out now?

      “I was,” I said. But inside I wasn’t really sure of that. I’d fought all sorts of magical monsters before. But I’d never killed a human being. For whatever reason, that still felt different to me.

      “Well, he sure didn’t think so,” she said.

      “Should we get ready for the police?” I asked.

      “That was a bluff. Just like your little friend’s wind was,” she replied. “But mine worked better. Understand what makes people tick and you’ll be able to make them do what you want better.”

      “Those boys want this covert. They don’t want wind of this getting elsewhere,” she went on. “They’re trying to cover all this up, and they’re up to their necks in it already. They don’t want any more people involved if they can avoid it.”

      I nodded. “So me telling them I still had magic scared them. But you telling them you’d called the cops...”

      “Scared them a whole lot more.”

      I thought back over the encounter, and realized something else. Warren had given away a tidbit of crucial information in our exchange. He’d told me that I wasn’t going to get my powers back – while the hellcat was alive! Which meant I could restore my powers. They were not gone forever.

      I just had to kill the damned cat without them if I wanted to get them back.
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      How to kill something that was clearly designed to take out people who used magic? That was what I needed right now: information. If I was going to take this thing on, it would help to know any weak spots it had. Any other powers it might not yet have shown. If I went after the cat without knowing anything else about it, it would take a lot of luck just to survive.

      Miles said that I was luckier than any person had a right to be, but he also said that being good was better than being lucky. I wished he were here. He would probably know about the hellcat, it’s strengths and weaknesses. He could tell me how to beat the thing.

      I’d tried to call him at his office phone earlier, but there hadn’t been any reply. He might check those messages tomorrow. Which would be more than a little bit too late to help me. But there was another way.

      I looked down at my watch. I had somewhere between five and fifteen minutes left before the cat returned. It would be just enough time if I moved like the wind.

      “You look like you’ve got an idea,” Grandma said.

      “Maybe. But it’s risky.”

      “Life is risky, Ryan. Especially the world that you’re living in now,” she replied. I didn’t have to ask her what she meant. She clearly knew a lot more about magic and the magical world than I’d ever imagined she might. “So what’s the plan?”

      “If I kill the hellcat my powers return, and dealing with those two becomes easy,” I said. “But fighting it without more information is suicide. Miles gave me a card with his number on it. It’s still sitting there up at my father’s house with the rest of my things. If I could get up there, snag the card, then I could call Miles and maybe get the information I needed.”

      She nodded unconvincely. “It’s a plan.”

      As plans go, it sort of sucked. But it had the fringe benefit of taking the fight clear of Grandma and Karl. I didn’t want them to come to harm because of me. “Unless you can tell me more about the cat?” I asked hopefully.

      “No, sorry. Never heard of such a thing,” she said. “It almost sounds like it was made for their purpose, doesn’t it?”

      “Yeah, I’d thought of that,” I said. What did it imply about the Army wizard team, if they were actually responsible for making monsters like the hellcat? Or was it simply something they had found, captured, and managed to find a way to use? Either way, I would know more soon if I could just get that phone number.

      “OK if I hang on to your phone a little longer?” I asked.

      “Of course,” she said. “The car, too. But Ryan – this is dangerous. You could just get in the car and drive away with us. Get clear.”

      I could do that. I could get back to campus in about five hours, by car. If Miles wasn’t there I was sure someone would know how to reach him. I’d have allies at my back when the hellcat showed up.

      If it showed up. And that was what really drove me. Hamlin and Warren might recapture it and figure it was better to just cut their losses and go home. Take it away someplace. I might never be able to find the cat again. And if Warren was right, my magic was gone until it was dead. I had to kill the hellcat to sever the connection.

      Every second without my power was like a constant drain on my attention. I felt like I was blind and missing a couple of limbs at the same time. It hadn’t dawned on me just how central to my life using magic had become. Miles was right. I casually threw power around without even thinking about it these days. I use my Sight at the drop of a hat. I cast spells to do things that I really could have done without magic.

      I’d changed a lot over the last year. More than I had realized.

      And I wasn’t willing to let go of my magic. Not without a fight, anyway.

      “I have to do this,” I said.

      “I understand,” she replied. Somehow, I thought she really did. I could read the sympathy and worry in her eyes. “Keep the rifle, too. Kill that thing. Then come see me.”

      “Stay safe,” I said.

      “I’ve been at this game longer than you’ve been alive. You’re the one I’m worried about,” she replied.

      I climbed into her car. It started with a loud rattling sound that made me nervous for a moment, but the engine seemed to still be running just fine. I pulled out of her driveway and back out into the road. A quick glance at my watch made me grimace. The cat would be here in ten minutes. Or less.

      I stomped on the accelerator and roared up the road toward my father’s house. Every second counted right now.
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      The car made it all the way to the front door, rattling more loudly every second. I shut off the ignition and it gave one loud cough, accompanied by the sound of metal grinding on metal. I took that as a bad sign and tried to start the car again. The engine tried to turn over, and failed. I tried once more. No luck.

      Looked like I was on foot now.

      The front door was ajar. That made me cautious. Had Hamlin and Warren left it that way when they hauled me up the hill to stake me out? Or had they come back? If they were inside, I was in a lot of trouble.

      “Kittybreeze, scout the building?” I asked. Her wind blew past me, slipping into the house ahead of me.

      I hefted the rifle up to my shoulder and carefully went in, hoping this wasn’t a trap. The front hall was clear. No one waiting for me inside. I kept the rifle at the ready. Field training at school was paying off. Having it rest there at the ready felt pretty natural to me, even if the weight was starting to strain my exhausted arms. One of the sergeants who taught us had told me that the men who trained with the rifle up at the ready tended to be the ones who survived combat. I’d taken the advice, and was grateful now.

      Nothing was moving. The house seemed precisely as I’d left it. I shut and locked the front door, then quietly moved slowly toward the stairs. My arms were starting to shake from the effort of holding the rifle steady, but I kept it trained up and ahead of me as I started to climb.

      A little breeze slid past my shoulder, telling me that Kittybreeze had returned. She swirled past my head and then down around my legs, leaving cool air in her wake.

      “Is the house clear?” I whispered.

      She made a little dust devil.

      I sagged with relief, letting the rifle fall from my shoulder at last. I leaned against the bannister, exhaustion from the constant stress biting into my eyes and temples. I realized that it was closing on dawn, and I still hadn’t slept. I’d also been clawed, chased, shot, beaten, tied up, cut, clawed again, frozen, and then chased and threatened some more. My eyelids wanted to sag closed.

      I glanced down at my watch, and that was enough to get me moving again. It said I had five minutes – at most – before the hellcat was back in town. I didn’t have much time left. In fact, at this point I probably ought to just run for it. This plan was going to get me killed.

      It took a lot of effort to steel myself. I managed. I’d been through a few rough moments before. I borrowed strength from those times, reminding myself that I’d come through things just as bad as this in one piece. If I could just keep my head about me for a little longer, I could win through this one too.

      I took the stairs as quickly as I could, then jogged down the hall to my room. But when I glanced inside I froze. My books were gone. They’d been taken. The top of my desk, where I’d left them, was empty.

      That was it, then. I’d come up here for nothing. Without the card, I couldn’t call Miles. Without Miles, I couldn’t find out how to kill the hellcat. I was totally on my own. I sat down on my bed and let my head sag into my hands.

      Kittybreeze swirled around my head, calling for my attention. I looked up. She swirled once more around my head, and then swirled around the desk.

      “Yes, they’re gone,” I snapped. “I can see that.”

      She zipped back to swirl around my head again, and then back to the desk.

      I slapped my forehead with a palm. Of course! I crossed to the desk and felt there, where the books had been. And found them still there. I’d enspelled them to not be seen. And now that my magic was gone, my own spell was working against me. I couldn’t See them – or the swirls of power that I knew were still in place around them, hiding them from sight.

      But I could feel them. And I remembered which book I’d slid the card into. I pulled it from the stack and it became visible again, removed from the spell’s area of effect. I popped open the cover and there it was. Miles’s card. I sat back down on my bed and pulled the phone from my pocket so quickly that I almost dropped it. Then I misdialed the number and had to start over.

      “Slow is smooth, smooth is fast,” I muttered under my breath. I took my time, punching in each number carefully. I pressed the button on the screen to dial.

      The phone started ringing. Two rings. Three. Each moment that passed was agonizing. What if he didn’t answer?

      Then a sleepy voice answered the phone. “Who is this? Do you know what time it is?”

      “It’s Ryan,” I said quickly. “Miles, I’m in trouble. I need your help.”
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      The sleepiness left his voice instantly. “What’s happened?”

      “I don’t have much time,” I said. “There are two men out here, they say they’re from the US Army. Looking for something they call a hellcat.”

      I heard his sharp intake of breath. He knew what it was, then. Hope surged within me. If he knew what it was, then maybe he could give me the keys to beating the thing.

      “Ryan, stay away from them,” he said. “They’re extremely dangerous. The men maybe even more so than the hellcat.”

      That advice would have been crazy useful. About twelve hours ago. “It’s too late for that,” I replied.

      “What did you do?”

      I filled him in quickly. About chasing the cat, not knowing anything except that it was magic in some way. About being clawed – he groaned aloud when he heard that, but let me finish before saying anything. He seemed to have sensed that I was under a time crunch. I told him about being captured and staked out. He did interrupt then.

      “Damn them,” he said. “Goddamn fools.”

      “Miles?” I asked.

      “You’re worth more than a hundred hellcats,” Miles said. “I’m sorry, Ryan. There’s a dark side to some of this that I’ve been sparing you from. Protecting you from. There’s a lot of very frightened people out there.”

      “Scared of what?” I asked.

      “Magic. People who can change the world just by thinking about it,” he replied. “People like you, Ryan. They see power that they can’t control. Some people want that power either controlled or destroyed.”

      “So what they’re doing. What they did to me. That sort of thing is authorized?” I asked.

      “No,” he replied. “But…it happens.”

      It happens? I swore under my breath. To say that I wasn’t especially pleased with the idea was an understatement. These men were out in the world making themselves judge, jury, and executioner. I was furious. With them. With Miles, a little, for keeping this from me.

      I took a couple of deep breaths. Right now I needed information more than I needed to bitch Miles out. I filled him in on the rest of the story – my escape, the hellcat tracking me, the car chase, and then my last run-in with Hamlin and Warren.

      “Watch out for those two,” Miles said after I gave him their names. “I know of them. They’re merciless, and crafty. I doubt they’ve given up this chase.”

      “Why? Why are they so set on getting me?” I asked. “It has something to do with the hellcat and my magic?”

      “Yes. Warren was telling you the truth,” Miles said. “If a Hellcat claws someone with magic, the venom creates a magical bond between the cat and the target. It won’t hunt anyone else until the target is dead.”

      “And that person’s magic won’t return until the hellcat is dead,” I said.

      “Correct. They lost control of their cat somehow. It went rogue. Clawed you. Now the only way they can recover their cat in a way that’s useful to them is to kill you.”

      “The cat is worth more to them than a person’s life?” I asked. I already knew the answer, but I wanted to understand.

      “Yes,” Miles said. I heard him heave a loud sigh. “The consequences for them returning without the cat would be…unpleasant for them.”

      Unpleasant enough that they were willing to kill to avoid the consequences. Well, so was I. The hellcat needed to die. Then my magic would return to me, and I’d be clear to deal with the men.

      “Miles, I need to know how to kill it,” I said.

      “No. Ryan, no. Just lay low for a few hours. Hide someplace,” he said. “Better yet, get in a car and start driving. I’ll have men out to bring you to safety as quickly as I can.”

      The pre-dawn air was shattered with an ear-splitting yowl. It wasn’t coming from inside the house. But it was close. I didn’t need to look at my watch to know I was out of time. I glanced out the window, hoping to catch a glimpse of the cat as it approached.

      “Can’t do that,” I said. “It’s coming for me. I have to kill it. Tell me how.”

      “Its magic is all in the bond, and the hunting,” Miles said. “It’s an ordinary animal otherwise.”

      “So if I shoot it, it’ll just die?”

      “Like any other animal, yes,” he said. “It’s just a big panther – unless you have magic.”

      “Which I don’t anymore.” I wasn’t bitter.

      “Ryan… It still has claws. And teeth. It’s a predator,” Miles was frantic now. I could almost feel him wishing himself through the phone line. “It’s a killing machine, honed by evolution and then tempered by magic.”

      “I’ve faced some pretty nasty things before,” I said.

      “Not without your magic,” he whispered.

      He was right. I’d fought soul-sucking demons – but I’d had my magic, and the power of the Northshield ley lines to draw from. I’d battled elemental spirits, but I’d always had my magic. I’d faced off against one of the most powerful wizards in the world – and, well, not won, but I’d lived to talk about it. Thanks to my magic.

      This time I was on my own. No allies except Kittybreeze. No spells to pull my bacon out of the fire. I closed my eyes. Magic had become so central to who I was. I used it for everything now. It was like a reflex. Was there anything left to me, after it was gone? I’d played the hero a stack of times, but was it just because I had powers?

      Without the magic, who was I?

      There was a crashing sound of glass shattering somewhere downstairs. I was about to find out the answer to that question.

      “Got to go,” I said. I clicked the call off and shoved it back in my pocket. Then I shouldered my rifle and headed for my bedroom door. It was time to see who I was with all my powers stripped away.
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      I stepped out into the hall, my rifle trained down toward the stairs. This hallway was a dead end, just bedrooms and a bathroom opening off of it. The cat only had one way to come at me. I crept forward, one footfall at a time. It was tracking me, using its magic to sense where I was. I knew the thing would be coming.

      But I reached the top of the stairs without seeing it. The cat was thinking, stalking carefully. Maybe I’d taught it a little caution. I had to smile at that thought. It wasn’t like I’d made myself easy prey for the animal.

      I reached the top of the stairs and stopped. There was no movement down below. Silence was everywhere. I dropped to one knee, the elbow supporting the rifle resting on my other knee to take the weight off my arm. That was about as good as I was going to get. Nothing else to do but wait for it to come at me.

      Long minutes passed. The silence weighed on me. Outside, dawn was lighting up the sky, the first rays of true sunlight not far away. The leg I was kneeling on went tingly, then numb. I shifted position a little, trying to get feeling back into the limb. I was rewarded with painful pins and needles.

      A quick glance at my watch showed me that a good twenty minutes had already passed. What was it waiting for?

      “Kittybreeze, see if you can find it,” I said. She zipped off soundlessly. Of course, without my magic she couldn’t even tell me where it was without me playing Twenty Questions with her, but it was the only thing I could think to do.

      I was getting nervous about where it might be. Cats were climbers. If it got the idea, it might be able to scale the outside wall of the house somewhere and come at me through one of the bedroom windows. There was no way I could watch behind me as well as down the stairs. It was time to get moving.

      First I pulled myself back to a standing position. I waited a little bit for the sensation to return to my leg. If I needed to move fast, I couldn’t afford to be slowed down. Then I started down the stairs, rifle at the ready again.

      “Join the Army,” I muttered to myself, just to hear some sort of sound break all this silence. It wasn’t like the cat needed to hear me to know where I was. “Meet interesting animals.” And kill them.

      I was halfway down the flight when Kittybreeze came swirling back. She seemed agitated.

      “Is it still in the house?” I asked.

      No whirlwind. I waited a moment to be sure. But she was telling me no. Which meant it had to be outside somewhere. Since I didn’t think it was likely to have given up the chase, that meant…

      A crashing noise upstairs confirmed my suspicions. It was in one of the upstairs bedrooms. I whirled in place and sprinted back up the stairs. The cat was already out in the hall by the time I reached the top.

      I aimed and fired. Missed. It launched itself down the hall toward me, zigzagging as it came. I fired again, and missed again.

      How many shots had Grandma said were loaded in this thing? Five, or six? I couldn’t remember, but every shot counted right now. I aimed where I thought it was about to be, and squeezed the trigger.

      I was rewarded with a howl of pain. My shot grazed its right flank. It leapt away from the spot like it had been burned and slammed into the wall. Then it was coming at me again. And it was too close to shoot. It slashed a paw at my face, and I blocked with the rifle. The powerful paw almost tore the weapon from my hands. I hung on – barely. But the force sent me flying sideways with the weapon instead.

      I tumbled down the stairs head over heels, the hellcat right behind me.
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      The only thing that saved me was knowing the house as well as I did. I’d tumbled down those same steps as a young child. They had a sharp corner on their way down. I shifted my weight as I fell and rolled around the corner. I was battered by the fall, but I went all the way to the ground floor.

      The hellcat didn’t. It was in mid leap when I twisted sideways, and slammed into the wall instead of landing on top of me. It growled and shook its head. It must have crashed head first, because it looked stunned.

      I shifted the rifle, thinking this was my shot. But it recovered too fast, and came running down the last few steps again. I did the only thing that made sense at the time. I ran for it.

      Down the hall deeper into the house. I made a sharp right into the dining room, and the cat almost skittered past the doorway, its claws scraping on the polished hardwood floor as it tried to corner too quickly. That gave me a little more lead time and I dashed across as fast as I could, running around the huge table that took up most of the space in the room.

      The cat took the high road, leaping atop the table and running across. It was gaining on me. Any moment it would leap, claws and teeth tearing into me.

      “Kittybreeze, shut the door when I’m through!” I shouted. I hoped she was near enough to hear me. I hoped she would even be able to move enough air to do as I asked. But it was all I could think of.

      Then I dropped into a baseball slide across the last few feet of the dining room, cradling the rifle against my chest like my life depended on it. The cat passed by over my head as I dropped. It was so close I could smell the sharp feline odor.

      My slide carried me through the doorway into the kitchen. As soon as I passed by there was a torrent of wind, and the door slammed shut behind me. Or almost shut. The cat managed to get a single paw through the door, and was leaning in to open it. I scrambled back and shoved all my weight into the heavy oak door as hard as I could.

      The cat yowled in pain and withdrew the paw. The door clicked shut. I paused, panting to catch my breath.

      “Thanks,” I said to the air. Kittybreeze swirled around my head in worried response.

      The door shuddered behind me, shaking with an impact. The hellcat had bashed into it, trying to break it down. It was a big animal. The door itself wasn’t going to break. But the latch? I looked worriedly at the old wood of the door jamb. It wasn’t designed to stop huge predators from smashing it to splinters.

      I leaned hard against the door, trying to soak some of the impact. The cat smashed into the door again, and my bones groaned in protest at the abuse. I needed to get out of here fast. I scanned the room quickly. No weapons here aside from some kitchen knives. And if I was that close to the hellcat I was probably done for.

      But there was another exit from the room. It would lead to another corridor, loop back around to the front of the house through a parlor. I needed to find somewhere I could make a stand. Someplace where the cat would come straight at me, and I could get a clean shot off with the rifle.

      The upstairs hallway would do. I’d missed before because it had surprised me, coming from behind. But if I could place myself down on the far end of the hall by my parents’ room, I could get at least one aimed shot off for certain. It seemed like my best bet.

      The door shuddered again, and the wood began to splinter around the doorknob despite my best efforts. Another couple of blows and it would be through. I didn’t wait any longer. I ran for it. I was out the doorway before the door behind me shuddered again. There were too many damned doorways in this house, and not enough doors! If I could have put another door between us I would have. Instead I just sprinted full tilt into the parlor.

      There was the crash of breaking wood behind me and I knew the chase was on again. I ran through the parlor and hit the stairs at a dead sprint, taking them two at a time. I didn’t stop running until I reached the end of the hall upstairs.

      Then I turned. I raised the rifle, aiming it where the cat would have to come for me. And I waited.

      I didn’t need to wait long. Moments later, the hellcat came stalking up the stairs. It peered around the corner quickly, then pulled its head back. It had seen the gun, I was sure of it. The thing had learned that guns were dangerous. Would it still come at me? Or would it retreat and try another way?

      It came roaring down the hall. Teeth bared, the sound it made reminiscent of a lion. It was one thing to watch lions roar on television. Very much another to have one roar while running straight at you! I almost froze. Most of my mind was filled with gibberish panic.

      But there was still some cool, calm part of my brain that remembered I held a weapon. That part of me stayed focused, took aim, and squeezed the trigger.

      The gun made a popping sound, but didn’t fire.
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      I’d been warned that the bullets were old. That they might not fire. But every shot had worked so far. I’d just assumed the others would as well. There wasn’t time to chamber another round. I dove into my parents bedroom instead and slammed the door shut. The hellcat roared outside, claws screeching along the wood as it raked the door, trying to get in.

      “Shit, that was too close,” I said.

      I wasn’t quite trapped. The window was still shattered from where I’d broken it to get in here. It seemed unbelievable that happened just twelve hours or so ago. I started toward the window as the cat began beating the door down behind me. Then I paused, It would just come after me again. Out on the roof, I’d be in the open. The car didn’t work, so getting away was out of the question.

      I looked down at the rifle in my hands, now effectively just a very expensive club. I needed a new weapon. Something that would work to take this monster out. There was one place in the house I might be able to find something usable.

      Getting there was going to mean using the crawlspaces in the walls. I scanned the wall, my eyes instantly finding the right panel. I’d explored the whole house as a kid. Every inch, even the ones I wasn’t supposed to. The whole place was riddled with hiding spaces and tiny passages.

      This one had been strictly off limits for me, because there had once been a dumb waiter built into the wall to lift food from the kitchen to the master bedroom. It had been closed off during one renovation or another, but most of the shaft was still intact. My mother used to be scared that I would fall into it, but I never had.

      Today it looked like I might have to fall into it after all.

      I lifted the panel free from the wall and set it aside. Inside the space were a few boxes of old things that hadn’t been looked at in years. Cobwebs stretched everywhere. No one had been exploring this space for a long time. I hunched over and slipped in, knocking the webs aside with the rifle. It seemed so much smaller than I remembered. As a child these little spaces had seemed like a vast maze to explore. Now they were claustrophobically tight.

      I reached the edge of the dumb waiter shaft. It yawned below me, dark and forbidding. The light didn’t reach even halfway. What was down there? Was there a way out? Would I end up trapped there? Worst case, I figured that I could probably break out through the wall. Smash the plaster and kick my way free. I gritted my teeth against the intense fear that dark hole was dredging up from my past. Carefully, I eased my legs over the edge.

      Behind me I heard a crashing sound as the door broke. The cat roared. I heard claws scuttling along the floor as it raced toward me. It would be on me in another instant.

      I slid forward in a rush. There was no way to slow my descent. I was falling down into darkness, my arms held above me. The rifle caught on something about five feet below the opening of the shaft. The sudden stop tore at my already sore shoulders, but I held on as best I could. My fingers were slipping on the smooth wood of the rifle. I tried to brace my legs on either side of the shaft to take my weight off my arms.

      Then the hellcat was there, at the opening above me. It snarled and leapt in after me.

      I let go.

      I didn’t fall far. The whole drop was perhaps twelve feet and I’d already fallen almost half that. The cat was stopped short by the rifle. It yowled and pawed at me, but it couldn’t reach.

      I wasn’t exactly safe. It was twisting around like mad, trying to get through. Any moment the rifle might shift from whatever it had snagged on, and then the cat and rifle would both land on my head. I had to keep moving.

      I pulled the phone from my pocket and turned on the flashlight. I could see where the opening for the dumb waiter had been, but it was closed off. There was another crawlspace here though, which looked promising. I ducked and crawled into the tiny passage. It continued down the length of the wall, but I saw cracks up ahead that looked like another panel. I brought my feet up and kicked at the panel hard. It broke apart, pieces of wood flying loose into the space beyond. I was out.

      And I was in the pantry. Lots of old canned goods in big stacks, and some boxed dry foods as well. We were well stocked for every emergency except attacks my big cats. I fled the pantry, back into the kitchen, and from there toward the front hall of the house.

      I’d lost my weapon. I needed to acquire a new one if I was going to have a fighting chance.

      The best place was Dad’s wing. He had enough odds and ends stored in there that I ought to be able to find something. I came into the library, but that was useless. I shut the door anyway. Every barrier might help keep me alive a little longer.

      Next was Dad’s room of collections. I shut both doors to the room. Then I slid a sofa in front of one, and a table against the other. The furniture blocked the doors off pretty well. And this wing was new. There were no little passages in the walls, and no windows in this room. I had a little breathing space. Time to find something to kill a cat with.

      My eyes scanned the room for likely objects and settled on the armor and swords displayed near the fireplace.
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      It had to be every child’s dream, to put on a set of armor. To play the part of the knight. I know I’d looked longingly at that armor when I was growing up. I’d never even been allowed to touch the stuff though. It was expensive, and my Dad said that my touch would leave oil which would rust it. The armor was strictly hands off.

      That never stopped me from staring at it longingly from afar though, daydreaming that I was wearing it to set off on an adventure, out to slay a dragon or something similar.

      My hands were shaking now as I took the armor from the stand and tried to figure out how to put it on. Having a real monster to face put things in perspective. I picked the armor on the left – the modern recreation of medieval armor. The historical pieces were well maintained, but a quick look at the leather straps showed how old and brittle they were.

      There was a mail shirt that I threw on over my clothes first. It came down below my waist, and was monstrously heavy. But I figured that of everything there it might be the most important. Claws would have a hard time reaching me through the linked rings.

      Then I put on a set of greaves, leg armor which came up over my knee. Three straps held them in place – one behind the knee, where articulated places let the joint bend. The other two buckled behind my calf. Similar armor went over my elbows and forearms. Then there was a leather vest which went over the mail shirt. It buckled in the back, but it had plates which would protect my belly, ribs, and shoulders. I figured every little bit might help. Last of all there was a helm with a pointed top, and an open face. I looked over at the historical helm with it’s closed face, wishing I could have that extra layer between my eyes and those claws. But it would be harder to see, and I didn’t want to risk it.

      The heavy leather gloves were a bit too large for my hands. They must have been sized for my father. They fit well enough, though. Each had plates stitched to the back to protect my hands.

      Then it was time to pick a sword. I looked at them both, the new and the old side by side. Both looked flawless. It was checking the edges which made my decision clear. The modern sword wasn’t sharp. The museum piece was deadly.

      I was as ready as I was going to be. I felt more than a little ridiculous in all of the clanking armor. The mail shirt jingled as I walked, the plates slapped against each other. And the whole mess slowed me down. If I hadn’t been in good shape, I’d have had trouble moving. I’d be slower. But I’d also be more likely to survive if – when – the hellcat clawed me. I was as ready as I was going to be.

      So where was the damned cat? I hadn’t heard a peep from it since I’d come in here and barred the doors.

      A crash of shattering glass from my father’s office answered that question. The cat slammed into the closed door. The sofa I’d laid in front of it jumped a little with the impact. The wood splintered near the door knob. It rammed the door a second time, then a third.

      Quickly, I stepped up to the door and shoved the sofa sideways out of the way. Then I took a step back so that I was waiting just next to the door.

      The cat crashed into it again, and this time the door jamb exploded into splinters. The door flew open. The hellcat crashed through into the room, almost falling face first from its own momentum.

      I gave my best Tae Kwon Do yell and swung the sword down at the monster as hard as I could.

      It was faster than I was, and dove sideways. My sword blow cut a gouge into the carpet then bounced clear. The cat circled me, eyes wary. I kept the sword between us. It seemed to know something had changed.

      The cat lashed out at the sword with a paw. I pulled the blade back in toward myself, then tried to stab in. The cat ducked back. It jinked sideways and swept a claw out at my leg, lightning fast. I fell, dropping to one knee from the impact. But there wasn’t any pain. The armor had held against its claws.

      It tried to take advantage of my kneeling position and dove inward, biting. This time my slash got a little piece of it, cutting its shoulder open to the bone. The hellcat howled, a chilling noise, and backed away again.

      “Not so easy this time?” I asked as I got back to my feet.

      It hissed.

      The moment of detente didn’t last. I saw the hellcat’s rear legs bunching and knew that it was about to lunge. I was expecting it to leap at me. Instead, it reared back on its hind legs, claws swinging in. I cut at the left claw with my sword, and almost lost my grip on the weapon. I took two steps back as it swung with the other claw. I couldn’t recover the sword swing in time, and took this blow on my arm instead. The claws didn’t break the armor, but it felt like someone had hit me with a baseball bat.

      I swung at the exposed chest, and the cat backed clear before I could land a blow. I was panting with exertion now. I wasn’t sure how long I could keep this up. My left arm was hurting, and every exchange was wearing me down a lot more than the cat.
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      If I was going to win, I needed to go on the offensive.

      I took a step forward, slashing with the sword at the hellcat’s head. It sidestepped, but I brought the blade around and hacked at it again. I dove away, but I only missed by inches. Encouraged, I swung again and again, chasing the animal across the room. Finally I landed another blow, the sword slicing a line along the cat’s ribs.

      It howled with pain and dashed for the open door into my father’s office,

      “Oh no you don’t,” I said, sprinting after it. I couldn’t let it get away now. I had to finish this. There was a limit to how long I could keep going, and I couldn’t risk it coming back at me again when I was too tired to fight.

      I ran through the doorway after it.

      But the hellcat wasn’t fleeing. It had jumped up onto Dad’s desk. It was waiting for me there. Ready to pounce.

      I didn’t have time to slow. I brought the sword up between us as it sprang at me. The blade glanced off its body somewhere and then it’s weight crashed into me. I hit the ground hard, stars crossing my vision. The cat was above me, claws raking at my belly, fanged maw open above my face. It bit down.

      Teeth screeched across the side of my helm. A bit of saliva dripped down across my face and I closed my eyes reflexively. I brought my left arm up and punched it in the head as hard as I could. The blow connected, and the cat’s face reared back away from me. It reached up with a forepaw and slapped my arm away.

      My right hand was pinned at my side, still holding the sword. I realized that I wasn’t bleeding to death – yet anyway. The armor held against its raking claws. I was more hurt from the fall than anything else.

      That wasn’t going to last. I had to get this thing off of me.

      The cat lunged in again, biting at my neck. I turned my head so that the jaws bit steel instead. It worried at the edge of the helmet. I could feel its hot breath against my neck. It was trying to work its way in toward me. One of its rear claws gouged my leg in the space between the mail and the knee plates and I screamed.

      But it had shifted to claw me there, and my right arm had just a little freedom to move. I worked the tip of the blade up a few inches and laid it against my chest armor. My hand was still on the floor, but now the tip of the blade was leaning against my chest.

      The cat clawed me again, forcing another scream. But the movement gave me a little more space. I shoved with my right arm as hard as I could, and the blade slipped along my chest armor at an upward angle. It bit into the belly of the hellcat.

      It was the hellcat’s turn to scream now, a terrible cry that was probably never going to leave my nightmares. Hot, wet fluid poured down out of it across my belly and legs. It tried to back away from me, but that just freed my arm even more. I shoved the blade upward with everything I had and felt the pop as it pierced the cat through.

      The hellcat thrashed above me, pinned in place by the sword. It howled and clawed wildly. I got my left arm up across my face – the bracer was the only thing that saved me from being clawed there. It bucked against the sword, trying vainly to free itself. I lost my grip on the weapon. It had grown too slippery and my arm too weak.

      But it didn’t matter. The hellcat was fading fast. It slumped down across my body, defeated. It hissed hatefully at me, clamped its jaws down on my left forearm and bit as hard as it could against the steel there.

      And then it died.

      I drew a shaking breath, hard with so many pounds of dead animal on top of me. I exhaled, hoping I would still have the strength to take another. My hands were trembling, my entire body utterly exhausted. I was bruised, sore, cut, and bleeding.

      It was hard to draw that third breath. I realized how easy it would be to just lay here and suffocate under its weight. I’d fought with everything I had. There was nothing left. No energy to draw a fourth breath. I was completely spent. I closed my eyes, unsure if I would even be able to open them again.

      A little wind tickled my nose, bringing with it the scent of fresh grass. The wind sped up my nose, filling my lungs with fresh air. It passed out the same way it had come in, and then returned again. After three passes, I felt some strength returning. My mind cleared a little. It was Kittybreeze, breathing air into my lungs for me. She was bringing me life, one little bit of wind at a time.

      If she hadn’t given up on me, how could I stop fighting for myself?

      I sucked in a breath on my own. Then I heaved, shifting the cat’s dead weight just enough that I could slide out from underneath it. I rose, first to one knee. Then finally to my feet, using my father’s desk to help myself up.

      Was it truly over? I reached for my power again, hoping. And it was there again. Not fully, but I could feel the first faint bits of magic flowing through me again. The cat was dead. I had won. I turned to stare down at the thing I had killed, amazed that I had survived.

      Turning saved my life. The bullet that had been aimed at my heart took me in the arm instead.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Twenty-Seven

        

      

    
    
      I was down on the floor before I knew what had hit me. Not my doing – the impact sent me spinning. I lost my balance and fell. Everything was a red haze of pain. I’d been hurt before, but never like this. Reflexively I reached out to clap my right hand over the injury. I screamed as soon as I touched it. My hand came away covered with blood.

      It took all my will and concentration to focus my mind through the pain. I’d been shot. I knew that now. The torn skin, the mangled flesh… That was the only thing that it could be. If I’d had any lingering doubts, the sound of several more reports and bullets whizzing over my head dispelled them.

      Whoever was shooting at me meant to keep my head down. Wanted me to stay put. It had to be Warren and Hamlin. One of them was keeping me pinned down behind my father’s desk. The other one was coming.

      First thing first. I was bleeding heavily from the bullet wound. I needed to do something about that. Pain was something I’d had to ride before. Wielding the ley energy meant pain, every time I did it. The force was so strong that it was like liquid fire burning through me. I’d learned to focus past the pain, to use my magic through it. That practice saved me.

      I reached for my magic. It was still just a trickle, but I poured it into the wound. Slowly, the bleeding stopped. The pain receded a little. I’d never been very good at healing magic. Once, I would have been useless at this. But I’d had a chance to watch a master at work last winter, so I had a basic understanding of healing magic that I hadn’t before. It was still going to take a lot of time and magic to get my arm back to where it had been. Much more than I had available right now. For now all I could do was keep the bleeding and some of the pain in check. That was burning every bit of magic I had available.

      Which left me helpless. I had a feeling that whoever came through that door at me, they weren’t going to be as happy about seeing the hellcat dead as I was.

      Another shot whizzed by overhead. I wasn’t going anywhere. And I wasn’t going to beat them back with a sword. They weren’t going to wait long, either. They had to know my magic would be returning.

      The buzzing in my pocket surprised me. It took a moment for me to realize that Grandma’s cell phone was ringing. Who was calling me? I fished it out of my pocket, which was made harder by my injured arm and the armor I was still wearing.

      “Hello?” I said.

      “Ryan, you’re all right.”

      I couldn’t think of anything to say. I hadn’t heard that voice in almost a year. It was my father.

      “Not really, Dad,” I said, gritting my teeth against the pain.

      “Your Grandmother filled me in on some of what is going on,” he said. “There’s a team on its way to protect you. What’s your current status?”

      “I’m in your office. Bullet hole in my left arm – bleeding stopped,” I heard his breath catch when I said that. “I’m pinned down though, and I think they’re coming here.”

      “Are you armed?” he asked.

      “I’ve got one of your swords.”

      “Why..? Never mind.” He seemed to sense that time was of the essence and rushed through his next few sentences. “Under my desk, beneath the center drawer. Can you reach it?”

      I looked. “Yes.”

      “I have a pistol hidden there,” he said. “Use it if you need to.”

      I shuffled across the floor a little, careful to keep my head down. It was right where he’d said it would be. Latched to the desk so that it could be easy drawn was a small, snub-nosed revolver. I set the phone down for a moment and pulled the pistol out of its holster and into my lap. Then I picked the phone back up again.

      “I’ve got it. Dad, why do you have a pistol hidden in your desk?”

      “Not all of my clients are as pleasant as others,” he said. “Helicopter will be at your side in twenty minutes. But this is going to go down before then, isn’t it?”

      Outside, I heard the front door crash open. Boots stomped across the front hall, echoing even through the close door. Then the library door opened with a bang. Only one door left between whoever it was and me.

      “Yeah. He’s almost here,” I said.

      “One guy?”

      “I think so,” I said. I was guessing it was Hamlin. From the sounds of the boots it was someone large. Warren didn’t have the frame to make that much noise.

      “Don’t hesitate,” Dad said. I could hear the tension and frustration in his words. His voice actually cracked a little as he added, “Stay safe. Good luck.”

      Then he hung up. I plopped the phone on the floor and picked the pistol back up. I still jumped when the door between the museum and the library jostled. Someone on the other side turned the knob and tried to push it open. The stuff I’d moved in front of the door held it shut. For a moment I considered just firing through the door at them. But I wasn’t certain who it was. Better to wait until I could see who I was shooting at.

      That was the strangest conversation I’d ever had with my father. In some ways, it was like every other talk we’d had. He was straight to the point, very businesslike. He wanted just the facts – the pertinent bits, not heaps of extra detail. I’d given him the sort of report he preferred, and he’d responded. Rushing to the rescue was certainly his thing. Throwing around company assets to fix a problem wasn’t too unlike him either. That helicopter he’d mentioned probably had one of his security teams on board.

      But the rawness and emotion he’d shown in those last moments speaking were so unlike him. Or at least, unlike the man I thought I’d known. I had the feeling Dad and I needed to have more conversations at some point. Assuming I survived the next five minutes.

      The door across the way was shoved, hard. The furniture I’d put in front of it shifted slowly out of the way, allowing the door to open.
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      I’d called it right. It was Warren up there on the hill somewhere, keeping my head down with a rifle. And it was Hamlin stalking through my house. He’d picked up a new weapon somewhere. The snub nose of his assault rifle was the first thing I saw poking around the edge of the door. Then he all but burst into the room, his rifle sweeping across the space.

      He couldn’t quite see me yet. I was in the next room, tucked halfway under my father’s desk. I had the pistol raised and leveled at Hamlin.

      “That’s far enough,” I said.

      He saw me then. He started to raise the rifle, but saw my pistol and froze. Then he let out a rounding chuckle. The laugh sounded out of place, like Santa with a rifle. He let go of his weapon. It hung from a combat sling down near his waist. He raised his hands in the air on other side of his head.

      “You got the drop on me this time, kid,” he said. “Been a while since someone did that.”

      “Only fair, since you did it to me,” I replied.

      “The dart? Yeah. That was sneaky,” he said, grinning and showing his teeth. He took a few steps toward me. Not near enough to be an immediate threat, but I noted that he’d moved so he could see me better, so that I had less cover.

      “But then, that’s what I do,” he said. “I’m a sneaky bastard.”

      “Why?” I said.

      “Why ask why?” he said, raising his voice. “I’m Army, man. I do as I’m ordered. And hell, I get to take down some spooky assholes too, so that’s a bonus.”

      He looked down and cocked an eyebrow. “You took out the cat. Didn’t see that coming. Cute outfit.”

      “Yeah, I’m a regular knight in shining armor,” I said. “Don’t change the subject. Who authorized you to go around killing civilians?”

      I needed answers. Hamlin had them. I told myself that was why I hadn’t done anything else yet, anyway. Every second that ticked by worked in my favor. My magic was returning, slowly flowing back to me. I was burning most of what I was getting on the wound, though. There was no way I could manage a shield to block bullets yet, or to do anything physical to Hamlin. Given enough time, I’d have magic to do both. And Dad’s support team was coming too.

      But I still wanted some of these riddles solved. And much as I was hoping Miles might be able to answer some of them, I wasn’t entirely certain I could trust him. If he was working for the same people as Hamlin, then his job might be very different from what I had thought.

      “People,” Hamlin replied. “Your magic ought to be coming back to you, eh?”

      “Yup.”

      “Guess you’ve got some pretty fancy powers?”

      “Ever heard of Soulstealer?” I asked, taking a gamble. If she was as tough as Miles said, then she was probably a legend all their teams knew about.

      It paid off. Hamlin actually paled a notch or two. He narrowed his eyes. “How’d you know that name?”

      “Because I faced her last winter. And lived.” Barely.

      “That’s not even possible,” he scoffed. But I could see doubt in his eyes now.

      “Didn’t you hear about a showdown in Vermont?” I asked. “I’d have thought it would be a fireside story for you people.”

      Seriously, if I was going to face down the biggest bogeyman the Army had, the least they could have done was tell their people about me. I hadn’t beat Soulstealer; I’d survived her. But that was more than anyone else on their task force could say. Hell, they hadn’t even known Soulstealer was a she before I’d told them.

      “That’s bullshit,” he said, putting his hands on his hips. “If you had that sort of power, you’d have roasted me already.”

      His eyes narrowed in a way I didn’t like.

      “In fact,” he said, drawing out the word dangerously. “I think you’ve got the smallest flicker of magic now. If you’ve got any juice at all. And I think it’s taking everything you have just to keep from bleeding out.”

      He wasn’t far off. I didn’t have the power yet to stop him with magic. I saw his hands twitch. He was going to go for his gun. He was going to shoot me. And there wasn’t a damn thing my magic could do to save me.

      “Don’t do it,” I said. I didn’t want to kill him.

      “You and I faced off once before,” he said. “I already know you don’t have the stomach for killing.”

      As soon as he finished the sentence he was moving, hands flowing fluidly to his rifle. They snatched it from where it hung with practiced ease. His finger slid into the trigger well. The muzzle of the rifle began to raise.

      My father’s last bit of advice came back to me in a rush.

      I stopped hesitating. I pulled my trigger.

      The pistol bucked in my hand. I centered it again and fired a second time, then a third. Two to the body, one to the head. Just like we’d been trained in marksmanship at Northshield.

      Hamlin never got off a shot. The bullets rocked his body backward and he fell heavily to the floor. A massive pool of blood was spreading out beneath him. I could already tell that the man wasn’t getting up again.

      I’d killed him.
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      I sat there for what must have been ten minutes. I’d never felt so numb. I wanted to scream, or cry, or just feel something. Anything at all would have done. Instead I felt like I might as well have been made of wood. Was this how Melicent had become Soulstealer? Had she killed someone defending herself, and then done it again and again until finally there was nothing of what she had been? Nothing left of her, all replaced by the stone that seemed to fill my heart right now?

      A squawking sound from Hamlin’s body brought me out of it. For a moment I thought the man was still alive somehow, but that wasn’t possible. He’d already bled out. There was no way he could have survived.

      It was his radio talking, Warren’s voice coming out of it. “Ham, I heard the shots. Is it over? Target down?”

      I crawled over to the body, still keeping my head down. No sense giving Warren something to shoot at. Hamlin was indeed dead. I looked away, fighting back my stomach’s desire to empty itself, even though I hadn’t eaten in too many hours. I snagged the radio from where it hung on Hamlin’s belt. I keyed the microphone.

      “Warren,” I said. “Hamlin’s dead. I’ll be right out to see you.”

      There wasn’t any reply. I wasn’t expecting one.

      Ten minutes was long enough for a lot of my magic to return. And hearing Warren’s voice had helped me cast aside the stone filling my heart, too. I wasn’t wooden anymore. I was full of anger. He’d tried to kill me. He’d threatened my family, and staked me out to die. And shot me. It wasn’t just anger. It was rage.

      I left a spell in place over my wound, keeping it intact. Then I spun outward with my consciousness, searching. I found what I was looking for quickly enough. Ley lines crisscrossed the countryside here. It wasn’t a massive nexus of power like Northshield, but then I’d rarely tapped the full power of those leys. Any one of them had more than enough juice to burn me to a crisp if I wasn’t careful. I found a small one close to the house and tapped in.

      Power sang through me again. I had all the energy I needed, all I could possibly want and more. And I knew what I was going to do with it all.

      I threw a shield around myself and stood up. Almost immediately a bullet slammed into the shield. I ignored it. There was nothing that Warren could do to hurt me now. I reached down to the hellcat’s body and snapped off one of its claws.

      Then I turned my attention to the glass wall of Dad’s office. It was in my way.

      I clapped my hands together, sending forth a wave of power. The wall exploded outward, shards scattering dozens of feet in every direction. There was still too much wreckage in my way to walk through though, and I didn’t feel like going around. Warren would be running about now, and I didn’t want to take any chances that he might escape.

      I snapped my fingers, calling for wind. A hurricane force gale blasted through the house, throwing things in every direction. It whirled through the library, blasted through my father’s collection, and then slammed into my shield. I bent the shield, shaping it to catch the wind instead of deflecting it. In an instant I was airborne.

      This was totally new. On another day I would have felt a rush. I would have been excited, elated at discovering a new way to use my magic. Right now all I was focused on was getting to my target.

      The wind carried me out of the house, up high into the air over the hill. I Looked downward, seeking out Warren’s telltale magical signature. There he was, sprinting for the woodline.

      Shaping the wind was getting difficult. I was also burning a lot of magic staying aloft. It was showy, but ineffective. I slowed the wind, letting my arc continue to carry me toward Warren. He was still ahead of me, still fleeing. That would have to stop. I called fire to both of my hands and threw it in front of him. It blasted the ground to shreds, blowing huge clods of dirt into his face. He fell backward into the dirt, staggered by the twin explosions.

      I settled down to the ground. It wasn’t as graceful a landing as I’d have liked, but my shield kept me from being hurt. If anything, coming to ground like a flaming meteor probably just looked even more impressive to Warren. He hadn’t moved from where he sat. He just stared at me, eyes round and jaw slack.

      “You know what you’ve done?” I asked.

      He didn’t say anything. I wasn’t sure if he was capable just then.

      “You’ve pissed me off.” I called more fire to my hands. It just sat there, burning in place but not burning me. I stalked steadily toward him.

      “You tried to kill me. Staked me out for that…thing. Threatened my family. Invaded my home. Shot me,” I spat out the litany of offenses. I stared at him incredulously. “And then your buddy made me kill him.”

      I was right in front of Warren now. My fires were reflected in his eyes and the beads of sweat streaking his face. “I’d never killed anyone before. Now I have. Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t add you to the list.”

      He was desperately trying to tap into his own magic. I wasn’t sure what powers he might have, what spells he might be able to perform. But I wasn’t going to let him. I could feel his magic, feel its pulse and beat. I reached out and snapped his connection to his power with an effort of will. He gasped as I did it.

      “How?” he breathed. He slowly staggered back to his feet.

      “I’m not just out of your league. We’re not even playing the same game,” I replied. I brought up more power and summoned another wind. It wreathed him, circling his waist and pinning him in place. He wasn’t going anywhere. He was mine.
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      I could snuff out his life in an instant. And a big part of me wanted to. But I wanted answers first. I wanted information.

      “What is your mission?” I asked him.

      “We hunt fugitives,” he said. “We bring them in.”

      “Or kill them?” I asked. He didn’t answer, but he didn’t need to. “And what makes someone a fugitive?”

      I had a hunch that I already knew the answer, but this was important. These people were deadly. And there was a lot more of them than there were of me. I was making waves right now. Had already certainly made waves, killing the hellcat and Hamlin. I needed to know who my enemies were.

      Warren looked right and left, like he was hoping for some sort of out. I figured he needed a little inspiration, so I let the wind reach up and rush past has face. Nothing like a hundred mile an hour gale flowing over your nose and mouth to take your breath away.

      He hung there, trying vainly to suck in a breath for a few moments before I let the wind drop away. He gasped a few times. I let him catch his breath.

      “Anyone with power who isn’t with us is a fugitive, under the National Security Directives,” Warren said, still fighting to catch his breath.

      “You just go around killing anyone with magic?” I asked.

      “Better that than to let them terrorize innocent civilians!” he retorted.

      “And how many of them were actually guilty of a crime before you executed them?” I asked.

      He remained silent, the lack of response evidence enough of his guilt for me.

      “Who’s in charge?” I asked him. “Who do you report to?”

      He stood there and shook his head. “You’ll have to kill me.”

      I had to admire his guts. I had the power to use him as a rag doll if I wanted to. And there was a part of me that wanted to oh-so-badly. I wanted to teach him what it was like to be on the receiving end of being powerless. I wanted to hurt him for all the times that he’d hurt other people. I wanted him to pay for hurting me.

      He’d made me afraid. I touched what I was feeling – the grief, the rage, the fury. Under all of it was fear. I’d been terrified all this time. I’d been scared before. But I’d always had my magic, always been able to have a shot at fighting back.

      Their hellcat had stripped that away from me. And then they’d used my powerlessness against me. They’d hurt me, in a way that I’d never been hurt before. Part of me was afraid of them still, even with Hamlin and the cat dead, and Warren helpless. That fear was feeding my fury.

      I took a deep breath.

      If all of this had taught me anything, it was that I was more than just my magic. Even without it, I’d beaten them. I’d stayed alive. I’d won. There was more to Ryan Blackwell than just flashes of light. More to me than just the power. I might love having it, and love what it allowed me to do. But who I was mattered more than what I could do.

      And this wasn’t me. This wasn’t who I wanted to be, anyway.

      “I ought to kill you,” I said.

      “Do it, then,” Warren replied, gritting his teeth and staring me down.

      I looked away first. “I’m not a killer. And I don’t want to become one.” I felt enormous gratitude that the words rang true as I said them. “But I can’t just let you go free to hurt other people with your magic, either.”

      I reached into my pocket where I’d placed the hellcat’s claw. It still glistened with the venom the animal carried, and I could still See the magic whirling there. It was wild magic now, uncontrolled. The limits placed on it while the cat was still alive seemed broken. I held the claw up where Warren could see it. He squirmed against his bonds of air, unable to move.

      “Any idea what this will do, now that the hellcat is dead?” I asked. “Because I’m betting that it will still block your powers. Probably for a long, long time.”

      Like any magic, it would eventually fade if it wasn’t powered by something like the hellcat’s life essence. But I could See the spell that they’d placed on the cat to make it work. I could See the frayed ends of the magic, where it had snapped when I killed the cat. I reached out with my mind and wove the broken ends into Warren, tying the spell to his life force so that his life fed the magic instead of the hellcat’s.

      Then I reached out and scratched his cheek with the claw. He grimaced as the claw cut a tiny scratch in his skin, and the smallest trickle of blood ran down his cheek.

      I stepped back and vaporized the claw in a flash of hot flame. No sense giving anyone else the power to take away someone’s magic with the thing. Then I released Warren from the air. He slumped to the ground, his hands going to his face where I’d cut him.

      “What did you do to me?” he asked.

      “I let the punishment fit the crime,” I said. “The hellcat venom is tied into your life energy now. So long as you live, it will continue to work.”

      “My magic?” he asked, his voice very quiet.

      “Gone,” I confirmed.

      He sank to his knees, still cradling his face in his hands. I thought he might be crying softly. Part of me wanted to feel pity, but it was hard to come by. He’d made me powerless and wanted me dead. I’d returned half the favor. But I would let him live.

      I heard helicopter blades whirling in the distance. Dad’s security detail, most likely. I walked away from Warren, back toward the house. His sobs followed me down the hill.
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      There were two helicopters settling down on the lawn near Dad’s house as I approached. One was jet black, with my father’s corporate logo on the side. The other was an Army Blackhawk. They settled into the dirt a respectful distance away from each other, and men began pouring out of each. Both teams were armed to the teeth and spread out. They weren’t quite pointing weapons at each other, but they were clearly unsure what the other was doing there.

      This ought to be interesting.

      I made my way over to the Army helicopter first. After all, I was pretty confident that Dad’s people were there to help me. I had good reason to suspect the motivation of the Army team, so I left my shields up. I’d already been shot once today. I wasn’t repeated the experience.

      I kept a steady tie to my power as I approached. If they so much as twitched in a way that looked threatening…

      “Hold up, everyone,” someone said from inside the helicopter. I knew that voice. It was Miles. I relaxed a little, but I kept my guard up.

      He stepped clear of the helicopter. He was wearing the same combat uniform as the other men. “That’s enough,” he said. “Weapons down.”

      The men obeyed, relaxing the guard. Behind me Dad’s people did the same. I could feel some of the tension ebbing from the scene. I kept my shields up anyway.

      “Glad you could make it,” I said to Miles.

      “I came as fast as I could,” he said. “Thank god you’re alive. The animal..?”

      “Dead.”

      He sagged a little. Was that relief, or was he sorry to see it gone? I wasn’t sure.

      “One of the men is dead too,” I said. “The other ought to be out there on the hillside somewhere. You’ll want to bring him in, I expect.”

      Miles nodded to one of the soldiers, and four of them headed away from the helicopter up the hill. If Warren had stayed put they ought to have an easy time finding him. I could still see smoke rising from where I’d blasted the ground. If he’d wandered off… Well, he was their problem now. Warren had lost the power to hurt me.

      “What are you wearing?” Miles asked.

      I looked down at myself and chuckled. I was still wearing my father’s armor. It was pretty torn up. I must have looked like a castaway from a movie set. Or a time traveller.

      “Armor. Dad had it in the house,” I said. “I put it on to fight the cat. Used a sword.”

      I was starting to drag a little. Exhaustion, blood loss, bruises, the sedatives they’d hit me with, the constant rush of adrenaline, no food… All of it was adding up. And I’d burned an enormous amount of magic chasing down Warren. I flew! Part of me finally felt a little giddy at the thought. It was something new, something I’d never even attempted before.

      The result was that I was wiped out. I was going to crash soon, and pretty hard. I needed to get someplace safe before I did. That was going to be a problem. I was certain Miles would want me to come with him. But would I be safe if I did?

      I had the sense I could still trust Miles to help me. But I wasn’t so sure that I could trust everyone that worked with him. Or trust at least some of the folks he worked for. Someone in the Army had authorized the assassinations Hamlin and Warren had been committing. Until I knew more about it, I needed to be careful.

      “You’re dead on your feet,” Miles said, matching my own assessment.

      “Pretty near,” I replied. I turned to look back toward my father’s men, still circling their own helicopter. Waiting for me.

      “And you’ve been shot!” he said. “Shit. Come on, let’s get you to a hospital. You need to get that treated.”

      Miles tried to put his hand on my right shoulder to guide me toward their helicopter, but it slid off my shield instead. He hadn’t realized that my shields were still up. I saw his eyes shift, the way they did when he was looking into the magical spectrum. He Looked at me, and his eyes got very wide.

      “They said they had authorization to kill people,” I said. “Warren tells me that this is just business as usual for them. Hunting down innocent people with power and killing them. True or untrue?”

      “Ryan, we can talk about this on the way…”

      “True or untrue?” I asked again.

      He grimaced and looked at the ground. “True.”

      “And you knew?” I asked

      “Yes.”

      “Miles, how could you?” I said. “Shit. Shit and more shit.”

      My world was upside down. The person I’d thought was an ally was also working with the people who’d tried to kill me. I’d let Miles get under my skin. I’d trusted him. Let him mentor me.

      The world seemed to tilt a little. Whether that was exhaustion or my perception of my reality, I wasn’t sure. But I was nearing the end of my rope. And I’d made my decision. There was no way I was going with Miles. Not today. Maybe never again.

      “How could you?” I asked. “How can you stand by and let these things happen?”

      “There is a lot you don’t understand,” Miles said.

      “Then explain.”

      “In the copter?”

      “No. Now.”

      He gritted his teeth together. But he knew me well enough to know that I was past convincing. “There is a war going on, Ryan. We are on the front lines of that battle. And yes, some of the directives ASTRAL follows are harsh.”

      “ASTRAL?” I asked. I could tell an Army acronym when I heard one.

      “You wanted to know who was doing this. That’s the name of the unit I work for,” he said. “We are fighting to preserve the fiction of peace, but the reality is that the war has been going on for over a hundred years.”

      “So the people they murder are just innocent casualties?” I said bitterly. I had almost been one of those casualties.

      “It’s more complicated than that,” Miles said. “Come with me. Let me explain.”

      I shook my head. “No. I don’t care about why. You don’t fight evil by becoming it, Miles. I think we’re done here.”

      I turned to go.

      “If you leave, I can’t protect you,” he said to my back.

      I looked back over my shoulder at him. “Like you’ve done a good job of that so far?”

      Then I shook my head again and walked across the way to my Dad’s team. One of the men met me halfway across.

      “They going to be trouble, sir?” he asked.

      “They shouldn’t be. But there’s no sense giving them time to think about it,” I said. “Your men ready to go?”

      “Yes, sir. We’ve got orders to escort you out of here.”

      “Then let’s fly,” I said.

      As we lifted away from the ground the helicopter tilted a little. I could see the Army troops pouring into my father’s house. They’d go over everything in there, I was sure. My home was being invaded all over again.

      Miles was still standing there in the middle of the yard. He was staring up at me as I looked down at him. I wondered when we would meet next. I wondered if, when we did, we’d be on the same side – or enemies. It was a sad thought that hit me in the gut harder than I had thought it would.
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      The men had a medic with them. He’d stripped off the bits of armor and checked over my injuries while we were in the air, assessing them as not life threatening. He’d bound them up, put a pressure dressing on the bullet wound, and stuck an IV in my arm. I poured a little more magic into the gunshot wound to help it along with healing. I dozed off pretty quickly after that, lulled to sleep by the heavy thrum of the helicopter’s blades.

      Next thing I knew was someone patting my shoulder, gently shaking me awake. I opened my eyes to see the smiling face of the man I’d spoken with on the ground.

      “We’re almost there,” he said.

      “Where’s there?” I asked. I’d been too tired to think straight by the time I was aboard. I hadn’t even asked where Dad had told them to bring me. If he’d sent them, that was enough for me. Dad would never have sent anyone but the best to pull my ass out of the fire.

      “DC,” he replied. “Your father is on the tarmac, waiting for us to land. He’s got an escort set up to bring you to a hospital.”

      “Thanks,” I said. “Thanks for everything you guys did…” I realized I didn’t even know his name, and searched his uniform for a name tag. “Carson,” I finished somewhat belatedly.

      He chuckled. “That was the easiest rescue mission I’ve ever been on,” he said. “It looks to me like you handled most of the heavy lifting yourself, sir.”

      “It was good to have the backup anyway,” I said.

      “If you say so, sir.”

      We were on the ground fifteen minutes later. The medic unhooked me from the IV bag, and the security detail fanned out around the helicopter the same way they had when they landed at Dad’s house. There was no threat here, but I appreciated the extra caution. They weren’t taking any chances.

      An ambulance was waiting a few dozen feet away. My father was standing outside it. I started walking toward him. He banged on the back of the ambulance, and the doors opened, spilling out two medics with a stretcher. They headed over toward me.

      “I’m OK to walk, guys,” I said. I was, more or less. Every inch of me hurt, but I was going to be on my own feet to see my father.

      I walked the last ten feet with the stretcher following behind me like a lost poodle looking forlornly for a home. My Dad stood there in a black suit that was too heavy and too expensive for the already warm morning. The only splash of color was a red tie. I was stunned by how much alike we looked. I’d hadn’t realized that before. I’d grown at Northshield. I’d put on muscle, and at least an inch or two of height. We stood eye to eye now.

      “You look like shit,” he said, not smiling.

      “It was a rough night,” I replied.

      “That’s what your grandmother told me,” he said. “I didn’t understand everything she was saying. Something about a big cat? Men with guns?”

      “It’s a long story, Dad.”

      He looked away, then looked down at his watch. Then he popped out a cell phone from his pocket. He pressed a button and then spoke into the phone. “Yeah, Sarah?” he said. “Clear the rest of the day too. No, not just the morning. Family business. Right. Got to go.”

      He hung up and slipped the phone back into his pocket. “I’ve got all day now.”

      My eyes stung with sudden tears. When we parted ways last summer, it was with the most bitter of words. I didn’t know if he would ever want to see me again. That angry parting had hurt me more than I’d known.

      Sure, I knew Dad had been keeping an eye on me up at college. But there was a world of difference between keeping track of one’s family and actually wanting to be there for them.

      Yet there he was. When I’d needed him, he’d come through. More than come through, he was offering me the most valuable gift he could. He was giving me his time.

      “Come on, let’s get you to the hospital and get you cleaned up,” he said. He offered me a hand up into the ambulance. I took the assist, blinking back the bits of water in my eyes. “And then you can tell me what this is all about.”

      “Thanks, Dad,” I said.

      “For what?” he said, cocking his head a little and smiling thinly.

      “For…everything, I guess.”

      “You’re my son,” he said. “And it sounds like I’ve got good reason to be proud of you today.”

      The medics piled in behind us and fussed over me a bit as the ambulance took off. I paid them only a little attention. Dad’s words brought a warmth back to my heart that I’d lost somewhere. His pride meant something.

      More than that though, I had good reason to be proud of myself. For showing that I was more than just my magic. But even more for facing the harshest test I could imagine, and passing. I thought about Soulstealer again, and how she’d come to be the cold person she was today. I had killed someone, which made me a little bit like her. But I’d killed in defense. When I had to, not because I wanted to.

      When I’d been given the chance to kill for revenge, to kill in cold blood…I’d refused.

      I’d told Miles that you don’t fight evil by doing evil. I would continue to battle against those who abused their power. But I would do it my way.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Special Preview!  Check out Book 5: Darkness Awakes

        

        CHAPTER ONE

      

    
    
      The wind I’d summoned up whipped against the sail. I leaned out over the side of my little boat, struggling to provide enough counterbalance that the gusts driven by my magic didn’t tip the whole thing over. I wasn’t used to this sort of fine control over a spell. Most of the time I was applying as much power as I could. Now, if I applied even a little bit too much pressure to the sails, I’d flip the boat.

      And if I didn’t apply enough, the motorboat coming at me from behind would catch me before I wanted it to.

      This would have been a glorious day to be out sailing. The sun was bright. There was plenty of wind. Even a little too much, but that wasn’t a bother for me. I could shape the wind, will it to do what I wanted. If I wasn’t trying to make a getaway, this would be fun.

      My muscles were straining to keep hold of the line and rudder. My left arm especially was burning with the effort. It had only been a couple of months since I’d taken a bullet through that arm. I healed fast, thanks to my magic. But there were limits even to magical healing. A body simply took time to recover after that severe an injury. My arm felt like someone was taking a red hot poker to the healing muscles.

      I glanced backward. Four men in the boat. All of them were wearing nondescript clothing. All of them were armed. I’d spotted the shoulder holsters right away. But what really tipped me off was that they were warded against magic. Someone very strong had taken the time to surround them with a lot of protection. I was pretty sure I could punch through the shields they wore, but it would take time to break each one.

      Time enough for the other three men could use to take me down while I was focused on one of them. Even if I was fast enough to stop two of them, the other two would have me.

      I ran for it instead. I’d grabbed the first boat on the dock. Sailing was something I’d been doing since I was little, and I could out-sail just about anyone at this point by bending the wind to my will. For a few minutes I thought that I’d gotten away cleanly. Then I saw the tell-tale wake of their motorboat in pursuit. They hadn’t given up after all. They’d just taken the time to find a ride that could catch me.

      But there was more than one way to skin a cat. Or stop a boatload of magically shielded strangers. All I had to do was get a little further out from shore. I needed to be out in the deeps for this to work. I shaped the wind and headed out toward the Gulf Stream, leaving the Florida Keys behind me.

      For most people, taking a twenty foot sailboat into the Stream when it was blowing as much as it was right now was asking for trouble. I was already seeing four foot waves, and I had the feeling that they were getting bigger as I went along. I was already in a lot more danger from those men than the ocean could possibly provide, though. And I was betting those waves would give my pursuers more issues than they gave me.

      I focused more magic, forming little shields which kept the waves from swamping the boat. I was maintaining multiple spells at the same time, which was taxing my concentration in the same way that the exertion was taxing my body. I just had to hold on a little longer. I was almost far enough.

      I’d taken to going on long sailing expeditions shortly after Dad had dumped me at his house in the Keys. It would only be for a couple of weeks while he made inquiries at the Pentagon, he’d said. But that had been two months ago. For most people, spending the summer in the Keys would have been an amazing vacation. It wasn’t so much fun being stuck there, unsure if and when someone might come looking for me to finish the job their assassins had failed at the beginning of the summer. I knew too much about too many things that powerful people wanted to keep secret. My hunch was they weren’t going to leave me alone.

      Some days, I hated being right.

      I’d done the best I could to take advantage of the time, given that I was supposed to be staying out of sight as much as possible. I’d been too worried over what was happening out there in the world to enjoy it as much as I might have. I knew Fletcher and Grey were OK from the emails they sent, and having great summers.

      What I didn’t know was who might still be after me, or what they might do once they found me. I’d uncovered some nasty surprises about the Army’s magic core.  Learning them had almost killed me. Were they going to let me walk away, after that? Or was that first encounter just a shot over the bow, and I’d be fighting them again soon.

      It seemed like I had my answer today. The men I’d spotted had all been wearing civilian clothes, but their haircut and mannerisms screamed military to me. That’s what had caught my eye at first. Their magical wards were the icing on the cake. They’d finally found me.

      But these were my stomping grounds. I’d sailed these waters for months. I knew them pretty well. And I knew the things that lived here.

      There were things living in the dark corners of the world, and in the deep ones too. Not all of them were foul. Some just wanted to live in peace away from humans. It was one of those I was looking for right now. I’d helped her out not long ago. My best chance right now was that she might be willing to return the favor.
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